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PREFACE 


There are several reasons for the existence of 
this volume, reasons that should make it service- 
able especially for students, but also for scholars in 
many, if not most, regards. Few introductions focus 
on the historical context in which early Christian- 
ity and its sacred literature emerged. Some recent 
introductions still perpetuate that practice, often 
with just a few pages given to explanation of the 
Jewish context of early Christianity and even less to 
the Greco-Roman background of many of the events 
described in the New Testament. But the situation 
is changing. Many are seeing the importance of 
presenting a greater focus on the historical context 
out of which the New Testament writings emerged. 
But we also know more about that context than we 
did a generation ago thanks to the work of many 
fine scholars, Jewish, Christian, and otherwise. 
Many previous assumptions about that context are 
now being discarded. There is also a growing 
awareness among New Testament scholars that 
the historical setting of early Christianity includes 
the Greco-Roman world and its literature, but 
also a Jewish context different from that previously 
assumed. 

Today we are aware that the writers of the 
early Christian literature that eventually became 
our canon of Scriptures were also informed by an- 
cient writings other than the books that currently 
make up our Old Testament canon. Some of the pe- 
culiarities of New Testament writers’ interpretation 
of the Old Testament have parallels in the rabbinic 
writings of the second century and later. The con- 


text of the New Testament and early Christianity 
has been broadened significantly by the work of a 
generation of scholars who have tried to share 
more clearly what earlier scholars already knew— 
that the church and its Scriptures did not emerge 
out of a historical vacuum or from the narrow, lim- 
ited context of Judaism as it was previously under- 
stood, but in a much richer, diverse social setting. 
There is always a need to shed more light on the 
current state of research in the scholarly world. We 
hope that Early Christianity and Its Sacred Literature 
will be especially helpful for those making their first 
journey through the fascinating and rewarding 
collection of Christian writings called the New Tes- 
tament and will also aid them in their understand- 
ing of the primary issues and concerns addressed 
by the early church. For students we offer an intro- 
duction to the major issues in the study of the writ- 
ings of the New Testament. For scholars we offer a 
critical analysis of a variety of scholarly interpre- 
tations of these issues, along with our resulting 
synthesis. 

Throughout this study it is assumed that some- 
thing happened in the lives of Jesus’ earliest follow- 
ers that not only gave them hope and confidence to 
face the complexities and frustrations of their day 
but dispelled their sense of despair that Jesus had 
been arrested, publicly mocked, and crucified. What 
happened also generated in them a sense of mis- 
sion to all humanity. That “something,” with 
which the New Testament writings are particularly 
concerned, is prior to what the disciples experienced 


xiv EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


and has to do with what God accomplished in the 
life, death, resurrection, ministry, and teaching of 
Jesus of Nazareth. It is a further assumption that 
the work of God through Jesus’ life is fundamen- 
tally important for all humanity and thus for every 
generation. The story of Jesus as told in the New 
Testament and other early Christian literature has 
changed people’s lives, giving them hope in hope- 
less circumstances. Early Christianity had a mes- 
sage that not only brought transformation to the 
lives of a band of disciples in Palestine two thou- 
sand years ago but still transforms people today. No 
apologies are made for these prior understandings 
or assumptions about the Christian story. Indeed, 
we think that they are essential if we are to glean 
the full meaning of the subject matter we are about 
to explore. 

Understanding the faith of early Christianity 
necessarily involves examining the writings of the 
New Testament. Some of the Christian literature 
that makes up our current New Testament was 
recognized by a few church fathers as Scripture on 
a par with their Old Testament Scriptures begin- 
ning around the middle of the second century A.D. 
By the end of the fourth century A.D. most, if not 
all, of the rest of that collection of writings had also 
similarly been recognized, and many had been 
cherished in churches almost from the beginning of 
the Christian community. In the most general 
sense, the Christian literature that makes up our 
New Testament, especially the Gospels, tells us the 
story of Jesus and his teachings and of the mission 
of the community of faith that followed him. By the 
middle of the second century, some Christians were 
beginning to call some of this literature “scripture,” 
and by the last quarter of that century, some were 
also speaking of a few of these writings as a “new 
testament”—bearing witness to a different relation- 
ship between God and God's people, both Jews and 
Gentiles. 

Eventually that New Testament! came to in- 
clude for most Christians the twenty-seven books of 
the New Testament that are familiar to us today. 
The writings of the New Testament include “Gos- 
’ pels,” which are something like ancient biogra- 
phies; an interpretive history of the church in the 
book of Acts; and letters, from Paul and others 
prominent in the early church, which were written 
mostly to Christian communities called “churches” 
or “assemblies of God” but also to individuals (as in 


the Pastoral Epistles [1 and 2 Timothy and Titus] 
and Philemon). The book of Hebrews, possibly an 
extended sermon based on Psalm 110, and the book 
of Revelation, an interesting collection of visionary 
messages from a late-first-century follower of Jesus, 
round out the literature that makes up the New 
Testament. This literature is the primary witness of 
the origins of early Christianity, but as will be seen 
later, it is not the only ancient Christian witness to 
the church’s birth and early growth or even to the 
story of Jesus and his significance. 

Understanding the writings of the New Testa- 
ment and other ancient literature is not easy, even 
though it may be fascinating and exciting. We con- 
sider that the time spent in careful examination of 
the origins of Christianity and its sacred literature 
will be more than worth the effort involved. At al- 
most every turn there are teachings that are hard 
to understand, passages that are not easily recon- 
ciled with others, writers who appear at first glance 
not to agree with other New Testament writers on 
their teachings about Jesus, and writings that ap- 
pear to differ on how to respond to his message. 
These difficulties, instead of being obstacles to un- 
derstanding Jesus and the origins of early Chris- 
tianity, can actually open up a fresh way of seeing 
that community of faith and how it allowed for 
more diversity than have many subsequent gener- 
ations of the church. For the patient and diligent 
student or scholar these apparently contradictory 
voices in the early church can become vehicles for 
understanding not only the rapid expansion of 
early Christianity but also the nature of the Chris- 
tian faith and the vitality of the life in Christ the 
New Testament proclaims. We do not offer a sim- 
plistic harmonization of divergent views in early 
Christian literature but allow those views to stand 
in bold relief, thereby showing how differences can 
enable one to see the beauty and necessity of the 
diverse composition of the church today. When the 
New Testament and other writings were first penned, 
it was not clear what view would finally emerge as 
the essence of Christian faith or what the appropri- 
ate theological understanding of Jesus’ life and 
ministry might be. In some cases, the church strug- 
gled for generations to arrive at a meaningful un- 
derstanding of who Jesus was and what was in- 
volved in his mission. The creeds of the church 
bear witness to this process. 


Many who study the New Testament and the 
origins of early Christianity have preconceived 
ideas about what will be found in the investigation. 
Since many have some experience in a Christian 
church, it is only natural to come to the biblical 
text with assumptions handed on by others. When 
those assumptions appear to be questioned or chal- 
lenged, the reader should look for an opportunity 
to grow in his or her understanding and be patient 
with those who have previously guided them in 
their theological pilgrimage, those who are at- 
tempting to take them further, and those they may 
be attempting to guide and instruct. Generally, it is 
precisely when earlier assumptions and prejudices 
about the Bible are challenged that we are able to 
learn the most about our faith and grow in our un- 
derstanding of the Bible and the nature of Christian 
faith itself. Users of this book may not choose to 
change their earlier assumptions, but when they 
examine the Bible, they should learn to articulate 
their own presuppositions about the biblical text 
with more clarity than before and identify more ef- 
fectively the strengths and weaknesses of their ear- 
lier understanding. Those who call assumptions 
and prejudices into question can challenge others 
to formulate a more defensible theology, one that 
they can support and proclaim with conviction. 
Near the turn of the second century A.D. a wise 
Christian teacher said to his students, “If our faith 
is such that it is destroyed by force of argument, 
then let it be destroyed; for it will have been proved 
that we do not possess the truth” (Clement of Alex- 
andria, Strom. 6.10.80 [ANF]). His words are still 
valid for those of us today who engage in a serious 
study of the Bible. 

When we examine the great teachings of the 
Scriptures and ask what our response to them 
ought to be, we soon see that our task, though 
greatly rewarding, is just beginning. In the com- 
plexity of some of the issues to be explored there is 
an opportunity for unimagined growth in under- 
standing. The simplest Christian can sometimes 
grasp the essence of the gospel in certain ways that 
some scholars cannot, namely, that there is a call 
in the Scriptures to obedience to God and to a regu- 
lar communion with God. 

Scholars should be able to profit from reading 
sections of this book that discuss topics in more de- 
tail, even though they will already be familiar with 
many of the more general discussions. Some sec- 
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tions of this book may be of less value to the begin- 
ner than to the more advanced student, and per- 
haps a word of caution should go to those teaching 
from this book to make assignments user-friendly. 
We have tried to be sensitive to a wider readership 
and trust that we have shed more light, rather 
than cast darkness, on some of the most important 
issues. Those who seek a deeper understanding of 
biblical faith must be willing to pay the price of 
time, energy, persistence, and often frustration to 
achieve their goal. Precision in their understanding 
of the early church, the New Testament, and the 
faith it proclaims will be their reward. 

Finally, there are always critical issues to re- 
think and reassess. Students and scholars alike 
must raise questions that require attention and fur- 
ther inquiry. Because of the nature of early Chris- 
tian literature and the faith it proclaims, dealing 
with many questions of ultimate significance, we 
should always expect to be personally challenged 
in studying early Christianity and its sacred litera- 
ture in their historical and faith dimensions. That 
is the goal of this inquiry. 

This volume has truly been a collaborative ef- 
fort. Although those who know our work will be 
able to detect which portions were written by each 
author, we have read each other’s material several 
times and have felt free to offer extended comments 
and corrections. On many, if not most, issues we 
agree with each other, but in a few significant 
areas we simply disagree. On the complex issues re- 
lated to the nature and limits of historical inquiry, 
the authorship of various books, pseudonymity, 
and canon, we have not resolved all our differ- 
ences. Scholars have debated these issues at length 
without resolution for years, and we find that the 
same thing is true with us. This is not a weakness 
unless one believes that perfect agreement must 
exist before persons can work together. We have 
been able to learn much from each other’s work 
and the questions we have raised about each 
other’s contributions, and we agree far more often 
than we disagree. We hope that these differences 
have made us more sensitive to representing as 
fairly as possible the wide range of positions on 
most topics in the study of early Christianity and 
the New Testament so that readers will more eas- 
ily make up their minds for themselves. If we 
have succeeded, this book will prove a valuable 
resource. 


xvi 


In the course of producing such a volume, we 
have incurred a number of debts. Lee McDonald 
would like to thank the members and friends of 
the First Baptist Church of Alhambra, California, 
for their generosity in allowing him time to pur- 
sue and complete this project in the midst of busy 
pastoral responsibilities. He also expresses his grati- 
tude to his former professors Hugh A. Anderson 
and Helmut Koester for their significant help and 
many kindnesses in guiding him in his earlier 
study of the New Testament; surely they will not 
share all of the conclusions expressed in this vol- 
ume, but their impact on his critical development 
has been considerable and very much appreci- 
ated. He also is grateful for the love and generous 
support of his wife, Mary, who patiently has also 
tolerated his carrying a computer and books on 
more vacations than was reasonable or fair 
uuder any conditions! Stanley Porter would like 
to thack his wife, Wendy, not only for reading 
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the manuscript several times but for being a 
better friend and companion than any man has a 
right to expect or hope for. This was especially 
true during a period of many impending publish- 
ing deadlines. He would also like to thank several 
former and current research students—Craig Allert, 
Kent D. Clarke, and Youngchul Whang—for 
reading the manuscript as potential teachers of 
it; Jeffrey T. Reed for his usual critical acumen on 
Paul; his colleague Brook W. R. Pearson for his 
timely and detailed comment on the entire manu- 
script; and the University of Surrey Roehampton, 
London, for the opportunity of serving as professor 
in a group of outstanding fellow scholars. Finally, 
both of us wish to express our deep appreciation 
and respect for our dear friend and colleague of 
many years, Craig A. Evans. He first encouraged 
us to work together on this project. He will be es- 
pecially surprised to find out that we both de- 
cided long ago to dedicate this volume to him! 


The word “testament” is used for a special genre of literature that, as H. Koester notes (Introduction to 
the New Testament [2 vols.; FFNT; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982; 2d ed. of vol. 1, 1995], 1:416), is a “modifica- 
tion of the covenant formula in which the historical introduction is replaced by the biographical description 
of an individual (patriarch or apostle). This individual, who may already be dead at the time of writing, 
then gives instructions and pronounces curses and blessings.” The use of the term “testament” for the col- 
lections of both the OT and the NT literature occurs for the first time at the end of the second century A.D. in 


the writings of Irenaeus and Tertullian. 
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HISTORY AND FAITH: 


Critical Assumptions for the Study of the New Testament 


1, THE PROBLEM OF HISTORY 


Christianity makes its boldest claim when it 
speaks about a God who acts in time and space 
through events in history such as the exodus of the 
Jews from Egypt or the resurrection of Jesus from 
the dead. This claim has always been part of the 
Christian message, but since the time of the En- 
lightenment and the development of the historical- 
critical method, it has become the focal point of nu- 
merous debates among Christian theologians. Does 
God in fact work in ways that can be observed, de- 
tected, or experienced through the sensory percep- 
tions of human beings? Is it conceivable that God 
would intervene in history by raising someone from 
the dead or by suspending or contravening the 
laws of nature in other ways? 

The purpose of this chapter is, first, to identify 
some of the problems that the modern approach to 
history continues to pose for Christian faith and, 
second, to set forth an appropriate, meaningful 
means of understanding the biblical message.! This 
approach does not skirt major issues of our day, 
nor does it pressure one to retreat into untenable 
conclusions about the biblical text (some of which 
issues are discussed in more detail in ch. 6, where 
the focus is on the resurrection of Jesus). 


Since the time of the Enlightenment (17th and 
18th cents.), the notion of God’s activity in human 
affairs has been seriously called into question. In 
the Age of Reason, which questioned the authority, 
activity, and even existence of an independent di- 
vine being, the miracles often referred to by earlier 
historians were also called into question. Is there a 
God as traditionally understood? Does God act in 
history? Do miracles occur? Did Jesus rise from the 
dead? Was there a miraculous rescue of the Israel- 
ites from the Egyptians in the waters of the Red 
Sea? With the Enlightenment came the rise of bibli- 
cal criticism, a new methodology for understand- 
ing the Bible. The problem was that the new crite- 
ria employed in examining the past were also an 
indictment against the biblical worldview, which 
confessed faith in a God who acts in history in phe- 
nomenal ways. 

Whether in principle or in practice, the tide 
began to turn against the traditional confessions of 
the church, especially in terms of its focus on mir- 
acles. This new approach to history was clearly 
troublesome to many Christians. Some from within 
the Christian community tried to apply the new 
and developing historical criteria to biblical tradi- 
tions, with devastating results for conservative 
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Christian beliefs. Many debates ensued within the 
church. Some teachers within the church responded 
by claiming that the results of a historical inquiry 
that in principle or in practice ignores the activity 
of God in human affairs cannot be a valid tool of 
biblical inquiry nor can its results be trusted by 
those within the church. 

Many scholars of the Christian tradition, such as 
F. C. Baur, Ernst Renan, Friedrich Schleiermacher, 
and David Strauss,” wanted to find a means of wed- 
ding Christian thought to contemporary critical think- 
ing, but the results of their inquiry were mixed and 
uneasiness over their work grew within the church. 
Some scholars began to argue that the biblical pic- 
ture of God’s activity in history was clearly mytho- 
logical, stemming from an earlier and more primi- 
tive worldview (Ger. Weltanschauung) that simply 
was no longer tenable in the modern age of the En- 
lightenment. They tried to ground the basis for 
Christian faith in a historical person, Jesus of Naza- 
reth, who was not a miracle worker but a great 
teacher of ethics and wisdom. This picture drew 
some converts within the church, but most Chris- 
tians continued to reject it. There appeared to be 
no acceptable way to account for the transforma- 
tion of the disciples and the birth of the church by 
using the newly established historical methodol- 
ogy; it was dominated by assumptions that from 
the outset denied in principle God's miraculous ac- 
tivity in Jesus and especially Jesus’ resurrection 
from the dead. 

In the last century, no NT theologian has chal- 
lenged the traditional understanding of Christianity 
more than the German scholar Rudolf Bultmann. 
His often radical application of the historical-criti- 
cal method to the biblical writings, with the result- 
ing denigration of miracles or supernatural events 
recorded in Scripture, has nevertheless been help- 
ful in clarifying some of the major problems the 
church faces in secular society today. More than 
anyone, he raised the question of the relevance, for 
modern society, of talk of the supernatural and at- 
tempted to translate the message of the NT into 
meaningful twentieth-century language. His goal, 
however well he did or did not achieve it, was 
noble in that he was trying to identify the true 
“stumbling block” (1 Cor 1:23) of the Christian mes- 
sage and to present it with clarity to his genera- 
tion. He believed, however, that the stumbling 
block of Christian faith was not simply its focus on 


miracles and the supernatural elements of the tra- 
ditional Christian message but, rather, the message 
that God calls one to abandon all worldly securities 
and, in radical obedience, to surrender to Christ in 
order to discover authentic Christian living. 

Bultmann was a historian par excellence as 
well as a philosophical theologian and NT scholar. 
It is precisely at the point where Christian faith and 
history intersect that Bultmann brought all three 
of his interests together to engage modern thinkers 
in a careful understanding of the Christian message. 
Whether he adequately understood the church's 
Easter message or handled the NT traditions that 
confess the resurrection of Jesus will be explored 
later. As a historian, however, Bultmann chal- 
lenged the church to rethink the viability of its 
confession of God’s activity in history and the kind 
of history in which God acts. Does God act openly 
in history through miracles or supernatural inter- 
ventions, as described in the Bible, for example, in 
the exodus of the Jews from Egypt and in the resur- 
rection of Jesus? Is God’s activity open for all to see 
and therefore objectifiable in history? Or does God 
always act in more hidden ways, as in the case of 
one’s personal encounter with God, which comes 
through hearing the preached word of God, or in 
the various circumstances of life, when God speaks 
in ways indiscernible to the objective and unpreju- 
diced historian? Although a Christian need not opt 
for one or the other of these positions, Bultmann 
chose the latter position—that God acts in hidden 
ways in human history—and as a historian he 
asked the church to speak honestly when it speaks 
historically about God's activity. He did not deny 
the activity of God in history but maintained that 
such activity is not verifiable through the histo- 
rian’s method of inquiry and does not involve a vi- 
olation of the natural order of events, such as he 
saw proclaimed on the pages of the NT, especially 
in the case of the resurrection of Jesus from the 
dead. All such talk, he said, is mythological and 
grows out of a pre-enlightened view of the world. 
Bultmann, rather than rejecting or discarding the 
“myth” of the NT, chose to reinterpret it in terms of 
human self-understanding. In other words, the 
ancient belief in the supernatural interventions 
of God in history was the church’s way of concretizing 
the “otherworldly” activity of God in terms of “this- 
worldly” experiences. 


Bultmann believed that all historical events, or 
events of history, should be open to the historian 
and that, if there is no empirical historical evidence 
to support a historical statement such as that Jesus 
rose from the dead, then there is no way for the 
church to confess its faith in such an event. He 
taught that the results of historical inquiry are the 
same for the Christian as for the non-Christian. 
Bultmann maintained, however, that Christian 
faith can never be tied to the ever-changing results 
of the historian’s inquiry; therefore, the Christ ac- 
cording to the flesh, or the Jesus of historical in- 
quiry, is largely irrelevant for Christian faith. 

In terms of the radical implications for Chris- 
tian faith that stem from the application of histori- 
cal-critical methodology to the study of the life of 
Jesus, he said that what the historian could do with 
that tradition was of no consequence to him and 
that he “let it [the traditional picture of Jesus in the 
Gospels] burn peacefully, for I see that that which 
burns is all fantasy-pictures of the life-of-Jesus the- 
ology, that is, the Christ according to the flesh. But 
the Christ according to the flesh is irrelevant for us; 
I do not know and do not care to know the inner 
secrets of the heart of Jesus.”? For Bultmann, the 
manner in which the Easter faith arose in the dis- 
ciples “has been obscured in the tradition by legend 
and is not of basic importance.”* In a now famous 
essay, he stated unequivocally that “an historical 
fact that involves a resurrection from the dead is 
utterly inconceivable!” In that same essay, he 
made another declaration that brought an equally 
strong reaction from more conservative Christian 
theologians around the world: Bultmann con- 
cluded that the ancient worldview that made room 
for angels, demons, miracles, and resurrections is 
outdated and no longer tenable for Christians in 
the twentieth century. He argued that “it is impos- 
sible to use electric light and the wireless [radio] 
and to avail ourselves of modern medical and sur- 
gical discoveries and at the same time to believe in 
the New Testament world of spirits and miracles.”° 
Referring to the conclusions of existentialist philos- 
opher Karl Jaspers, Bultmann argued emphatically 
that “he is as convinced as I am that a corpse can- 
not come back to life or rise from the grave.”” For 
Bultmann, Christian faith in the resurrection meant 
that “death was not swallowed up into Nothing, 
but that the same God, who is always coming to 
us, also comes to us in our death. In this sense, 
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faith in the resurrection is the criterion for whether 
someone is a Christian or a non-Christian.”® 

Although many twentieth-century theologians 
disagreed with Bultmann’s conclusions, no one can 
question that he raised the pivotal questions about 
understanding history, questions to be answered 
prior to one’s investigation of the NT. More than 
any other biblical scholar of the twentieth century, 
he showed that one’s worldview plays a significant 
role in the conclusions drawn from an investiga- 
tion of the NT. Others after Bultmann have ap- 
plied these radical criteria to the Bible with equally 
radical consequences. For these reasons, we will 
focus briefly on the meaning and methodological 
assumptions of modern historiography and how 
their application to the message of the NT can have 
important, but also often highly negative, results. 
Is modern historical methodology adequate for 
evaluating or appropriating the fact and signifi- 
cance of God’s work in history, especially that view 
of the activity of God which speaks of divine inter- 
vention in history through the suspension or con- 
travention of the laws of nature? Before we can 
answer this question, we must first decide what 
history is and seek to understand the philosophy of 
history most common today as well as the method- 
ology it uses in its field of inquiry.” Following this, 
we will apply commonly accepted principles and as- 
sumptions of the historical methodology to Jesus’ 
resurrection, the primary NT example of God’s in- 
tervention in history and the basis of Christian 
preaching. In the final two sections of this discus- 
sion, we will set forth an alternate approach to the 
unique activity of God in history, one that both ap- 
preciates its relation to history and shows the pos- 
sibility of confessing more clearly faith in a God 
who acts in history. 


2. HISTORY AND THE HISTORICAL 
METHOD 


A. The Meaning and Subject of History 


Although the word “history” is derived from 
the Greek totopta and totopéw (historia, histored; 
from totwp [histor], meaning “learned” or “skilled”), 
referring to an inquiry or a visit with the purpose 
of coming to know someone, and later came to 
mean an account of knowledge about someone or 
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something, the term is seldom used in this wide 
sense today.’ Often the term “history” is used to 
distinguish reality from myth or legend. In this 
sense history refers to that which really happened, 
and it can be used to designate not only human 
events but also natural phenomena, such as volca- 
nic eruptions, hurricanes, etc., whether or not ex- 
perienced by humans. 

More recently the terms “history” and “histori- 
cal” have been used in a more limited way in refer- 
ence to humankind and those events that have 
affected human beings in their social environment. 
The terms have now become inseparable from de- 
scribing the past actions of human beings. In most 
universities today, the history department is found 
either in the social-sciences faculty or in the hu- 
manities faculty. History therefore is not to be con- 
fused with nature, which is not of primary interest 
to historians. Fuller correctly sees that nature can 
be a part of history, but still contends that the pri- 
mary concern of the historian is human behavior. 
He maintains that although nature—that is, storms, 
pestilences, hereditary characteristics, etc.—does 
affect the course of human history, it is not the pri- 
mary focus of the historian. Rather, he observes 
that “human behavior in reaction to its environ- 
ment is the mainspring of history. Hence most his- 
torical explanations become attempts to account 
for human behavior.” 

Collingwood claims that history is a kind of re- 
search or inquiry that attempts to find out things 
done in the past by human beings. He summa- 
rizes current understanding of the meaning and 
subject of history, together with the task of the his- 
torian, in his definition of history as “(a) a science, 
or an answering of questions; (b) concerned with 
human actions in the past; (c) pursued by interpre- 
tation of evidence; and (d) for the sake of human 
self-knowledge.” 4 

Walsh limits the historian’s field even further 
by saying that the historian is concerned only with 
the past actions of humankind that are no longer 
open or available to direct inspection.» Anderson 
holds, however, that a survey of the present and 
the future is also a part of the historian’s field of in- 
quiry. He explains that “man’s insatiable curiosity 
to know what happened or what happens is the 
sanction of scientific historical research as it has al- 
ways been the inspiration of the natural sci- 
ences.”!© Anderson is certainly correct when he 


claims that the historian is interested in “what 
happened”; not a few historians, however, would 
disagree on his second point that the historian is 
interested in “what happens.” It is true that the 
natural scientist is interested in “what happens,” 
but as we will soon argue, this is one of the distin- 
guishing marks between the natural scientist’s 
subject and that of the historian. The historian is 
not primarily interested in “what happens” or in 
establishing rules that govern the present and the 
future. 

Historians use certain philosophical rules and 
assumptions that enable them to understand the 
past. It is the philosopher or “prophet” of history 
who enjoys the vantage point of surveying the en- 
tire historical process and who not only points out 
characteristics of past events unnoticed by the 
practicing historian but, in addition, tells us what 
the future will be like before it actually occurs, !” 
History, therefore, is essentially limited to a study 
of the reality of the human past; and since the fu- 
ture is not yet reality and not yet the past, it does 
not properly lie within the historian’s prescribed 
field of inquiry.!8 Jaspers, agreeing with this, claims 
that historical science is confined to the past. He 
denies that the historian’s work involves a study of 
any laws that govern either the present or the fu- 
ture. He maintains that all recognizable necessities, 
whether evident connections of meaning or causal 
inevitabilities, are outside the scope of the histo- 
rian’s field of inquiry and that “the course of his- 
tory as a whole knows no necessity. ‘It had to 
come’ is not a scientific sentence.”!? Jaspers, fur- 
ther limiting the role of the historian, claims that 
as a scientist the historian “has to make no valid 
present forecasts either."2" Daniels agrees with 
Jaspers but adds that history is the past experience 
of humankind, more precisely “the memory of the 
past experience as it has been preserved largely in 
written records.” He goes on to say that since his- 
tory treats human affairs, it is most logically stud- 
ied in its chronological dimension.” Within this 
chronological development of history, one can fur- 
ther subdivide history into geographical locations 
as well as into political, cultural, and other areas of 
human interest. 

The nineteenth-century historical positivists”* 
held that history was nothing more than ascertain- 
ing facts, sifting through them, and then framing 
general laws from them. Although in their labors 


the positivists never fully carried out their defini- 
tion beyond the ascertaining of facts, this notion of 
history was a strong influence upon their work and 
has continued in a slightly varied form in the works 
of many, if not most, historians today. The positivists 
defined historical knowledge as the reality of the 
past, and this reality is found in facts whose es- 
sence is historical or obtained through the histori- 
cal process.”? ; 

The historian is constantly looking at the past 
in order to understand humanity’s development 
and present condition, and is also looking for that 
which will enable modern individuals to under- 
stand themselves in their social environment. His- 
torians are therefore interested in those past events 
that relate most directly to humankind. This is es- 
sentially what Gogarten says when he explains the 
particular interest of historians: “Man has discov- 
ered his power to transform the earth and has un- 
derstood himself as the substance of history, which 
constantly refers back to itself.”*4 The substance 
and the subject of history, therefore, is humankind. 

Another limitation on the subject of history, 
which is more difficult to locate in any one author 
but seems to be everywhere assumed, is that it is 
only concerned with those events that happen within 
the space-time continuum. Events in the spiritual 
realm, whether real or imagined, are not proper 
subjects for the historian. Explaining why, Wand 
contends that “history has no tools by which it can 
deal with such events. In so far as it is scientific, 
history is a form of measurement. It can estimate 
the amount of evidence for or against a given event 
and can sometimes measure the credibility of the 
evidence. But the evidence is documentary, whether 
of stone, parchment or paper, including evidence of 
an archaeological nature; and none of these be- 
longs to the intangible sphere of spirit.” 

Although there is no final agreement on the 
exact meaning of history, there is general agree- 
ment on its subject. Perhaps the least one can say 
about history is that it is a critical investigation or 
inquiry into the past actions of human beings or 
into those events in the past that directly relate to 
human beings, for example, an earthquake or tidal 
wave as it may have had an impact upon the social 
condition of a person, city, or nation. Whether it is 
the historian’s duty to frame laws about the nature 
of humanity in light of the facts that have been dis- 
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covered (so argued the positivists) is a question 
that will be taken up presently. 


B. The Task of the Historian 


Today historians would not deny that a major 
part of their historical task is centered around the 
discovery of facts. Most historians would also see as 
their task the interpretation of those facts. Facts 
seldom, if ever, speak for themselves, and this is 
where conceptual and logical thinking is required 
of the historian. As Gardiner has remarked, histori- 
cal writing is “not merely an uninterrupted ag- 
glomeration of symbols without reference to expe- 
rience.”*° For him, every historian has the obliga- 
tion of acting as an interpreter of history. The 
practicing historian attempts through historical 
methodology to describe past events, considering 
each event unique. Gardiner holds that historians 
must not only describe past events but also assess 
them in light of present understanding about the 
laws of nature, such as the uniformity of nature.”” 
Walsh also agrees with this and stresses that his- 
tory is not only a descriptive science but one that 
requires assessment. Therefore, a historian must 
answer questions about the meaning and purpose 
of the events of history as well as offer a description 
of them.” 

Historians generally agree that even apart from 
their own conscious judgments about facts or 
events they are describing, written history continu- 
ally reflects current thought and interpretation 
about past events. It was Benedetto Croce who, ina 
somewhat pessimistic view of the scientific nature 
of history, coined the phrase that “all history is 
contemporary philosophy.”2? Certainly not all his- 
torians would be as pessimistic as this. Walsh, for 
instance, argues that a historian’s value judgments 
only “slant” history; they do not determine its de- 
tails° 

It is this philosophizing aspect of the historian’s 
task that Stephen Neill has understood as the cause 
of some of the major debates among theologians on 
the subject of history, especially NT history. He 
urges the historian to keep the task limited to 
simply obtaining the facts and not to interpret 
them.*! What Neill is opposed to is the use of cer- 
tain philosophical assumptions or rules that the 
historian uses as criteria for interpreting past events. 
Although Neill is somewhat naive in thinking that 
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the historian can be separated from assessing evi- 
dence, he is correct in realizing that this is the very 
place where differences and difficulties especially 
arise in the investigation and interpretation of the 
biblical narratives. Indeed, a traditional Christian 
historian would no doubt interpret the resurrection 
narratives differently than would a historian who 
denies in practice the presence and activity of God 
in human affairs. The evidence that both historians 
examine is the same, but their interpretation and 
assessment of that evidence undoubtedly differ in 
many respects because of the former’s openness to 
God’s unique activity in history and the latter’s re- 
fusal of such a possibility. The source of their dis- 
agreement is their assumptions about what is pos- 
sible in history.* 

When scholars study history, they have before 
them certain documents or relics of the past. Their 
business is to discover what the past was that has 
left these relics behind. In this sense, the historian’s 
task cannot be viewed apart from the sources, 
whether they be pottery, papyrus, or other written 
or printed documents. According to Fuller, the his- 
torian investigates the “tracks which men leave be- 
hind,” which fall into two categories: intentional 
and unintentional.” Following The Historian’s Craft 
by Bloch, Fuller explains that “intentional tracks” 
are left behind when a person deliberately records 
the events that occurred in a certain span of his- 
tory. “Unintentional tracks,” on the other hand, 
are those things that “range all the way from the 
artifacts left by a cave dweller to correspondence 
that men have exchanged. They include anything 
that indicates how men lived in the past.”34 

Historians must first sift through the various 
sources available to them and choose the best, or 
most reliable, on the subject they are exploring. 
Second, they must investigate and evaluate these 
sources for understanding, plausibility, and consis- 
tency.» This is done in part by a study of words or 
terms that may be particularly significant in NT 
studies, such as “Abba,” “Son of Man,” “messiah,” 
and “atonement.” Determining the historical cir- 
cumstances in which these terms were found is im- 
portant. This is accomplished by comparing these 
pieces of information with one another and any 
other external evidence available on the same 
topic. In doing this, Daniels claims, “the historian 
is made aware of the inherent defects in most of his 
sources—not only deliberate bias or deception, but 


also the errors of memory that cause eye witnesses 
to disagree, as well as the incompleteness caused 
by the loss of sources or the failure to make certain 
records in the first place.” © Third, there must be a 
synthesis of the historical data obtained. This is 
most properly called the interpretive step, in which 
the historian puts in narrative form a reconstruc- 
tion of how the examined event is believed to have 
occurred. Collingwood informs us that the histo- 
rian must at this point rethink the thought of the 
author of the sources being examined. He makes 
the point that historical inquiry involves not only 
an event but also the thoughts behind the original 
author’s/historian’s composition. For Collingwood, 
history cannot be separated from the historian’s at- 
tempt to know the thoughts and activities of some- 
one else’s thinking about the past.*” 

Often the evidence available to the historian is 
not sufficient to make dogmatic conclusions or as- 
sertions about past events that gave rise to the 
sources; it is at this point that the historian must 
make a careful conjecture. In such places explana- 
tions and judgments may be called for that will in- 
volve the historian’s own personality, moral values, 
and assumptions. Because it is incumbent upon the 
historian to make arguments and statements that 
can be rationally assessed, caution must be exer- 
cised in the use of such conjectures. A careful his- 
torian will also clarify the framework or assump- 
tions from which the conclusions are drawn or as- 
sertions made. 


C. The Framework of the Historian 


Although many biblical scholars have exer- 
cised great care and skill in sifting through and 
evaluating the biblical narratives, very few of their 
discoveries or conclusions have gained unanimous 
acceptance among theologians. How is it that com- 
petent biblical scholars can examine the same set 
of sources and yet interpret them differently? To be 
sure, a part of the answer lies in the complex na- 
ture of the sources they evaluate, but other factors 
often determine the results of their research. More 
than one person has described the resurrection of 
Jesus as the best-attested fact in history. We may 
properly ask, however, why not all historians have 
accepted the resurrection as an attested historical 
fact if it truly is such. Indeed, it may be very diffi- 
cult to find any modern historians who would 


make any such claim about this biblical event. 
Why is it that what one well-educated and highly 
skilled person considers to be an incontestable fact 
of history can be judged to be nonsensical or myth- 
ical by another qualified inquirer? The answer to 
this question sheds a great deal of light on the 
problem of historically understanding the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus and other remarkable stories in the 
Bible. 

The problem of Jesus’ resurrection is somewhat 
different today than it was in the time of Jesus. 
The question then, especially among the Phari- 
sees, was not whether the dead could rise but 
whether in fact Jesus of Nazareth had been raised 
from the dead. The question today is not so much 
whether Jesus was raised from the dead but whether 
anyone has ever been raised from the dead. On 
what basis can an informed person of today decide 
the answer to this question? Willi Marxsen, along 
with Bultmann, contends that a person today who 
thinks historically, and therefore critically, cannot 
accept the ancient belief held by the first Christians 
that the resurrection of Jesus, or any similarly re- 
ported event, actually took place.*® He contends 
that a modern person must reject the miraculous 
element in the NT in accordance with the current 
understanding of historical inquiry that developed 
at the time of the Enlightenment. He claims that 
“we simply must (in spite of the unequivocal belief 
of those narrators and early readers [of the Bible]) 
raise the question of historicity and then answer 
this question in accordance with our own historical 
judgment and knowledge.”2? In accordance with 
his own historical judgment, Marxsen rejects the 
resurrection of Jesus as a historical event. He ar- 
gues that one must decide in advance about the 
resurrection of Jesus quite apart from any support 
that the Bible might set forth in its defense. The big 
question for him is not whether Jesus was raised 
from the dead but whether any person can be 
raised from the dead. Harvey agrees that one must 
make a decision about the historical nature of the 
resurrection of Jesus apart from, and in advance of, 
any arguments that the NT might bring forth in its 
support. He rejects the conclusion that since so 
much evidence stood in favor of the emptiness of 
the tomb of Jesus and so little definite and convinc- 
ing evidence against it, the resurrection is probably 
historical: 
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When dealing with an event so initially improbable 
as the resurrection of a dead man, the two-thousand- 
year-old narratives of which are limited to the com- 
munity dedicated to propagating the belief and ad- 
mittedly full of “legendary features, contradictions, 
absurdities, and discrepancies,” how could a critical 
historian argue that since much can be said for it 
and no convincing evidence against it, it is probably 
historical? 


Prior to an investigation of the resurrection of 
Jesus in the NT, must there be a commitment to a 
particular interpretation of that event before inves- 
tigating it? Léon-Dufour believes that one must an- 
swer the major question about the possibility of 
such an event before the evidence in favor of it can 
be assessed. Concerning the resurrection, he says 
that “the problem facing the historian is here at its 
most acute, since it is impossible for him to assess 
any evidence for the resurrection without first 
making a personal option about the possibility of a 
person rising to life from the grave.”*! He also finds 
it impossible for a person objectively to approach 
historical evidence for an event if that person has 
already rejected in advance the possibility of the 
occurrence of that event.‘ Obviously the view 
one takes with respect to the possibility of the 
resurrection of the dead will greatly influence 
one’s evaluation of the evidence for the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus. This kind of “prior understanding” 
(Ger. Vorverstandnis) is what Gardiner has in mind 
when he speaks about the temptation of the histo- 
rian to ask the big questions first and, having an- 
swered them, then to “deal with the subject along a 
course set by those answers.”*3 

On what basis, however, shall we determine 
whether one can rise from the dead? What evi- 
dence can be brought forth that will enable us to 
decide either way in advance? Why will some per- 
sons accept the resurrection as a possibility and 
others reject it? Are there any commonly accepted 
criteria that will enable us to make this kind of a 
decision? These questions are perplexing to modern 
historians as well as to critical biblical scholars. 
The reason for differing responses to the idea of the 
unique or supernatural intervention of God in his- 
tory, as in the case of the resurrection of Jesus, is, 
in large measure, the fact that historians have 
failed to develop a set of generally accepted canons 
of interpretation that all who call themselves histo- 
rians accept.*4 Historians do not generally agree on 
the criteria or rules for judging one event historical 
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and another unhistorical. This is especially true in 
the case of Christian historians. The reasons histo- 
rians disagree among themselves in the interpreta- 
tion and assessment of past events are also the 
reasons for the current debates in modern theology 
about the resurrection of Jesus. 

It is the historian’s framework for specific types 
of events that determines how the historian will de- 
cide the question. Walsh believes that the work of a 
historian must be thought of in terms of an artist 
expressing his or her own personality. What histo- 
rians bring with them to their work obviously will 
significantly affect their conclusions.*> Coming 
back to the resurrection of the dead, the reason one 
historian will accept this alleged event as true 
and another who examines the same evidence or 
sources rejects it is that both historians bring some- 
thing to their sources not found in the evidence it- 
self. That something is found in their own peculiar 
interests and personalities as well as in their philos- 
ophies about the universe in which they live. 
Walsh argues quite convincingly that the way his- 
torians tell a story depends not merely on what 
they have to say but also on their own interests 
and preconceptions. He holds that there is a subjec- 
tive element in every historical inquiry that deter- 
mines what the historian will accept or reject. It is 
this subjective element that Walsh describes as the 
limiting factor in any truly scientific or historical 
investigation of the past:*° history “is always writ- 
ten from a particular point of view, a phrase which 
includes the acceptance of a certain moral out- 
look.”*” This moral outlook slants the way one as- 
sesses the evidence for an alleged event. 

Walsh’s “moral outlook” is what Paul Tillich 
calls the historian’s “historic consciousness,” which 
is “one cause of the endless differences in historical 
presentations of the same factual material.”*° 
Tillich maintains that it is impossible to sever 
this historical consciousness from the historian, 
and stresses that there is no history without fac- 
tual occurrences and the reception and interpreta- 
tion of them by historical consciousness.*” He also 
recognizes that historical documents, whether leg- 
end, chronicle, or scholarly report, are all inter- 
preted through one’s own philosophical framework. 
Tillich claims that this interpretation also has many 
levels: 


It includes the selection of facts according to the 
criterion of importance, the valuation of causal 


dependences, the image of personal and communal 
structures, a theory of motivation in individuals, 
groups, and masses, a social and political philosophy, 
and underlying all of this, whether admitted or not, 
an understanding of the history [that is] in unity 
with the meaning of existence in general. 


Walsh, however, cautions that there is no sci- 
entific way to justify the moral outlook of one in- 
vestigator over another, that at least none has yet 
been found to determine whether one’s moral 
judgment is more correct than another’s.! Even 
though the sources that historians handle cannot 
be altered by their assumptions or moral outlook, 
their conclusions about these sources cannot al- 
ways be independently verified by a thorough ex- 
amination of them. If historians refuse to accept 
the moral outlook or worldview of others, it may be 
claimed that they are unreasonable, irresponsible, 
or ignorant, but it cannot be argued that they are 
necessarily standing in opposition to the facts. 
Worldviews are exceedingly difficult, if not impossi- 
ble, to substantiate or support. 


D. History and Science 


Whether history can rightly be called a science 
is an age-old question that still garners no consensus 
among historians and scientists. In a very broad 
sense, history may be called a science because, like 
scientific inquiry, it seeks to discover or find out 
things. When the term “science” is applied to 
knowledge, however, certain factors must exist, ac- 
cording to Walsh. This knowledge (1) is methodi- 
cally arrived at and systematically related; (2) 
consists of, or at least includes, a body of general 
truths; (3) enables one to make successful predic- 
tions and so to control the future course of events, 
in some measure at least; and (4) is objective, in 
the sense that it is such as all unprejudiced observ- 
ers ought to accept if the evidence were put before 
them, whatever their personal predilections or pri- 
vate circumstances.” Obviously, some of these cri- 
teria are not true of history. For example, it would 
be difficult to find a British historian who would 
agree with an American historian on the causes, 
effects, and even particular battles of the American 
Revolutionary War. The same could be said about 
the French Revolution if it were interpreted by Ger- 
man and French historians. 

If the above assumptions regarding science are 
valid, however, as Gardiner believes they are, then 


history as such is not a science.? There are no ex- 
perimental and inductive processes in history by 
which its conclusions can be tested. History cannot 
be demonstrated by controlled observation. Gardi- 
ner points to four primary arguments used by some 
historians to show that there is a distinction be- 
tween the practice of history and the general un- 
derstanding of scientific inquiry: (1) historical events 
are past events and hence cannot be known in the 
manner in which present events are known; (2) 
historical events are unique and unclassifiable; 
(3) history describes the actions, statements, and 
thoughts of human beings, not the behavior of 
matter, with which science is concerned; and (4) 
historical events have an irreducible richness and 
complexity. 

These distinctions between history and science 
have long been debated among historians, but they 
do bring out the essential features of historical 
writing. A natural scientist observes phenomena in 
order to discover certain detectable laws about 
the behavior of all such phenomena in the same 
given circumstances. Historians, though not able 
to divorce themselves from thinking about certain 
events within the framework of basic laws that 
govern the universe, are primarily concerned with 
describing past events and telling not only what, 
how, and why they happened but also their rele- 
vance for human self-understanding. Although they 
are not free to disregard general laws when recon- 
structing the past, historians do not set out to es- 
tablish these or any other laws through their 
work. Historians are interested primarily in what 
happened in the past and its relevance for today, 
not what generally happens, even though they 
cannot dissociate their conclusions from percep- 
tions about what happens. Natural scientists, on 
the other hand, are primarily concerned with what 
happens and continually happens under repeated 
observations of controlled experiments. A person 
who uses past events to illustrate certain laws or 
patterns by which future events or actions of 
human behavior can be predicted or determined is 
not properly a historian but something more diffi- 
cult to describe.° The historian’s interest is more 
appropriately directed to particular events than to 
universal laws. 

Whether history is a science and whether it 
can be called scientific is a debate that cannot be 
settled here, but certain characteristics of history 
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must be noted. In the natural sciences laws are 
demonstrable through controlled observation, 
but in history, laws are assumed that are not easily 
illustrated by the results of the historical inquiry. 
The preconceptions that the historian brings to 
the text often determine the interpretation that 
emerges. Objectivity is always the aim of conscien- 
tious historians, but honesty must also compel 
them to make known their presuppositions and 
assumptions about history when these assump- 
tions affect a reconstruction of the past in any way. 
If historians are to distinguish their work from 
mere propaganda, they must strive for objectivity 
and impartiality in their work. They must be hon- 
est enough to indicate when their own preconcep- 
tions and interests have not only guided some of 
their pursuits but swayed them in their conclu- 
sions. Jaspers observes that this relationship be- 
tween the historian’s objectivity and moral out- 
look, or framework, in the scientific study of his- 
tory is one of the limiting factors in modern histor- 
ical research: 


The presentation of historic realities—events, con- 
ditions, periods, personalities—is always a work of 
art on a scientific basis. If successful, it is scientifi- 
cally based in all its parts; but on the whole, in the 
choice of the theme and in the selection and arrange- 
ment of facts, it will arise only from motives which 
transcend science, though they must accept its limi- 
tations. 


Consequently, if historical inquiry is limited to this 
framework, we are not able to examine adequately 
some of the prominent assumptions employed by 
most contemporary historians in their craft. 


3. PRINCIPLES AND ASSUMPTIONS OF 
MODERN HISTORIOGRAPHY 


In his classic book Jesus and His Story, Ethelbert 
Stauffer sought to minimize the subjective element 
in historical research and determined to let the 
facts speak for themselves concerning the biblical 
testimony about Jesus. In his attempt to argue for 
the resurrection of Jesus, he systematically set out 
to prove the emptiness of the tomb in which Jesus 
was buried. But as Anderson has observed, “Even if 
Stauffer had proven the empty tomb beyond rea- 
sonable doubt, the Erlangen [Germany, Stauffer’s 
home] historian would then have given us only an 
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empty tomb and not a risen Lord.”*® What Stauffer 
failed to see was that facts do not speak for them- 
selves; they must be interpreted. If the facts are to 
be meaningful, the historian must interpret them, 
and how historical facts are interpreted will, in 
large measure, be determined by the methodology 
and assumptions the historian adopts. In the pre- 
ceding discussion, we showed that there are cer- 
tain philosophical preconceptions and assumptions 
that guide historians in their work and that this 
framework helps us to explain some of the differ- 
ences among historians. We will now identify some 
of these assumptions or principles and show how 
they create difficulties for biblical interpretation 
today. 


A. The Principle of Autonomy 


The revolution of thought brought about by 
the Enlightenment primarily concerned author- 
ity and autonomy. Immanuel Kant saw the En- 
lightenment as essentially an autonomy from au- 
thority. Humanity’s release from all authority 
would give the freedom to think without direction 
from another.°? Reason reigned supreme after the 
overthrow of the old authority. Prior to the En- 
lightenment, mediation between past and present 
events was accomplished chiefly by means of testi- 
mony, the historian knowing the past simply by ac- 
cepting or rejecting an authority who was a wit- 
ness to past events. Collingwood labels this form of 
knowledge a “scissors and paste” history.°° He ar- 
gues that insofar as one accepts the testimony of 
an authority and treats it as historical truth, that 
person “obviously forfeits the name of historian; 
but we have no other name by which to call 
him.”®! Before the Enlightenment, the essential 
function of the historian was to compile and syn- 
thesize testimonies of so-called authorities or eye- 
witnesses. The historian was primarily (though 
not exclusively) an editor and harmonizer of the 
sources. Examples of this can be seen in Eusebius’s 
Ecclesiastical History, from the fourth century, and 
Sozomen’s Ecclesiastical History, from the fifth cen- 
tury. Collingwood concludes that these kinds of 
works, though useful, are not actually history be- 
cause they contain little criticism or interpretation 
and there is little reliving or re-creating the experi- 
ence of the past in one’s own mind.°* Harvey ex- 
plains that one of the primary tasks of a modern 


historian is not to be so loyal to the texts under in- 
vestigation that the historian cannot see where the 
author failed to do justice to the subject matter. 
Harvey also believes that using the principle of au- 
tonomy is a major part of the critical theologian’s 
task in relation to exegesis: 


One must, to be sure, listen to and wrestle with Paul, 
but that also means to see where Paul himself some- 
times failed to communicate properly his vision. One 
must, in other words, determine the degree to which 
the subject matter really has achieved adequate ex- 
pression in the words and statements of the author. 
One cannot assume that even Paul spoke only in the 
spirit of Christ, for other spirits also come to expres- 
sion through him. 


Although historians cannot function apart from 
their sources, the sources never dictate the conclu- 
sions. In this sense, autonomy is an accepted prin- 
ciple used by most modern historians. 


B. A Closed Causal Nexus 


Although not always acknowledged by histori- 
ans, one of the primary presuppositions of historical 
inquiry is that history must be viewed as occurring 
within a closed continuum of cause-and-effect 
events. This prevailing view of history among its 
modern practitioners, whether assumed consciously 
or unconsciously, had its roots in the Enlighten- 
ment and was both designed and refined by nine- 
teenth-century positivists. Braaten observes that 
history, according to the current positivistic as- 
sumptions, is a constant state of immanent inter- 
connections of cause and effect.°+ Each event 
emerges out of, and must be understood in relation 
to, the historical context in which it appears. This 
closed causal nexus is what Macquarrie, following 
Ernst Troeltsch, refers to as the principle of correla- 
tion: “Although there may be distinctive events, 
and even highly distinctive events, all events are of 
the same order, and all are explicable in terms of 
what is immanent in history itself. Thus there can 
be no divine irruptions or interventions in his- 
tory. mee Macquarrie adds that the effect of this prin- 
ciple of correlation upon the activity of God in his- 
tory is that God reveals himself but “his activity is 
immanent and continuous. It is not the special or 
sporadic intervention of a transcendent deity.”°° 
Although an event may qualify and transform the 
future course of history in significant ways, it 


never appears within the historical process as an 
inexplicable bolt from the blue. Kaufman notes 
that the task of the modern historian is “to explain 
and interpret the movement of man’s history en- 
tirely by reference to the interaction of human 
wills, the development of human institutions and 
traditions, and the effects of natural events and 
processes, i.e., exclusively in intramundane terms.”°” 

Clearly, this view of history had significant 
consequences for traditional and more conserva- 
tive notions about the activity of God in history. 
Because of the naturalistic mold in which the histo- 
rian has chosen to work, Kaufman concludes that 
the inevitable result is a denial of the existence of 
God and, hence, “God is dead.”©8 The consequence 
of this understanding of history, in methodology at 
least, is that it excludes acknowledgment of God's 
activity in history as it has normally been defined 
in the exodus event and the resurrection of Jesus or 
other supernatural interventions in history. The 
modern historian presupposes the interrelation and 
interconnection of all events in an unbroken line of 
immanent causes and, according to Gogarten, 
“seeks the driving force of a historical process in 
mankind itself.” Gogarten argues that this assump- 
tion was based on the premise that human beings 
are responsible for the world and what takes place 
in it, completely denying to God responsibility. This 
exclusion, he is careful to explain, is not in prin- 
ciple but because of “purely methodological rea- 
sons.”°? In his own work, however, it is difficult to 
distinguish what is “in principle” and what is 
“methodological” in matters related to God’s activ- 
ity in history. 

The assumption of a closed universe concludes 
that all historical events are therefore natural 
events and have natural (intramundane) explana- 
tions. They are an uninterrupted series of events 
that are continuous with one another and cannot 
be explained apart from one another. Something 
within the historical circumstances surrounding 
an event naturally gives rise to the resulting event. 
This assumption may be illustrated by a historian’s 
argument that a particular war was won because 
the general on the winning side had better-trained 
soldiers, the best military equipment available, a 
larger supply of munitions, or even weather and 
terrain in his favor, as when Wellington faced Na- 
poleon. The historian as a historian does not con- 
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clude that Wellington won the battle because God 
was on his side. 

Again, since all events are of the same order, 
no particular event can be called final, and there- 
fore it is neither absolute nor unique. The net re- 
sult of the application of this principle to Chris- 
tianity, as Macquarrie concludes, is that Christian- 
ity becomes a relative religion. “Christianity belongs 
within the sphere of religious and human history 
as a whole, and no absolute claim can be made for 
it. The life and work of Jesus Christ himself may be 
a very distinctive event, but it cannot be absolute 
or final or of a different order from other historical 
events.””° The historian is therefore primarily con- 
cerned with describing past events and indicating 
why and how they took place, but the historian 
may not treat them as unique in the sense that 
they occur suddenly from nowhere. All historical 
events, according to the notion of a closed causal 
nexus, occur inside the course of history and are 
always connected to other events of the same 
order. A revolution does not simply occur; it must 
be seen as the result of many historical causes that 
gave rise to it. All historical explanation is based on 
the idea of continuity: the circumstances surround- 
ing an event in some way bring it about, and all 
historical events are interconnected in the sense 
that one event somehow causes another naturally, 
not through something that comes from above. 


C. The Principle of Analogy 


Besides adopting in principle the notion of a 
closed causal nexus, modern historiography inves- 
tigates its subject on the basis of analogy. Analogy 
essentially means that historical knowledge relies 
upon what is known in order to find out what is 
unknown. It assumes that history is repetitive 
and constant and that what is absolutely unique 
either does not occur in history or is unknowable. 
Braaten explains that events of the past are know- 
able only because historians can find some connec- 
tion between them and modern-day events with 
which they are familiar.’! Macquarrie observes 
that in historical analogy we assume that all 
events of the past are analogous to events that we 
ourselves experience in the present. It follows, 
then, that events analogous to our experience are 
more likely to be reckoned true than those events 
for which we can find no analogy.’ 
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It may be assumed that the Battle of Waterloo 
was a single occurrence in history and, in that 
sense, unique. But there have been other major 
battles in history in which well-known generals 
have fought and lost. In this sense, Napoleon’s de- 
feat at Waterloo has analogy. There was only one 
Napoleon who ruled France and brought the rest of 
Europe to its knees through his military conquests, 
but there have been other rulers in history who 
have conquered vast segments of territory. Napo- 
leon, therefore, is not without analogy. 

In favor of this principle, it may be argued that 
historians have no other means of interpreting his- 
tory than through their knowledge and sensory 
perceptions of the world. What historians know 
about the repetition of nature, its constancy, and 
the general laws within which nature operates 
helps in understanding the scope of history. There- 
fore, since events tend to repeat themselves and 
since knowledge can only proceed from the known 
to the unknown, an event cannot be considered 
historical if it is without analogy to other events in 
history. 

Gardiner, objecting to this line of thinking, says 
that the historian’s primary interest is in establish- 
ing past events in their unique setting. He main- 
tains that “history is about what happened on 
particular occasions. It is not about what usually 
happens or what always happens under certain cir- 
cumstances; for this we go to science.””? He never- 
theless argues that the historian cannot be di- 
vorced from certain laws that govern the field of in- 
quiry. Although he holds that the historian is only 
concerned with describing past events and indicat- 
ing how and why they occurred when they did, he 
also admits that the historian, for all of the atten- 
tion given to the individual and the unique, is still 
not free to disregard general laws in the work of re- 
construction.’* By this he means that a historian 
cannot ignore natural laws, such as the assump- 
tion of a closed causal nexus but especially the 
principle of analogy. 

Braaten questions the viability of this principle 
because, if rigidly adhered to, history cannot reflect 
anything new—it can only discover what it al- 
ready knows, and consequently it has little to 
say.’”> Although there is much to be said for 
Braaten’s position, that is, that history is open to 
the unique activity of God, he has not answered 
the age-old criticism that what is absolutely unique 


is absolutely unknowable. One might support Braaten 
by invoking Christian theology, that the absolutely 
unique is knowable if it has been revealed by God. 
A Christian might thus argue that God has uniquely 
revealed himself through his Son, Jesus Christ. 
Revelation appears to be the best answer Christians 
can muster in defense of the uniqueness of Jesus 
and of God’s activity in raising him from the dead. 
But the historian as a historian cannot treat 
uniqueness in the same manner as the Christian 
theologian. Such a step by a historian would vio- 
late the procedures used to describe and interpret 
past events. 


D. The Principle of Probability 


It is difficult to find the principle of probability 
discussed in detail, but it appears to be universally 
assumed by historians. Gardiner calls this principle 
a commonsense explanation.”© When historians 
use common sense, they fall back upon their own 
experience and do not employ high degrees of pre- 
cision. When we encounter the phrase “The cow 
jumped over the moon,” for example, we do not 
ask about the kind of cow involved or the circum- 
stances related to the action; we simply call the no- 
tion absurd or a myth because we have neither 
seen nor heard of such a thing. We may have seen 
a cow jump a few feet, but based on our experience 
with such animals, we safely conclude that such a 
phenomenon is impossible and therefore did not 
happen. The story is thus regarded as a myth or 
fairy tale, and no credence is given to the facticity 
of the story. There are many such things that, ac- 
cording to our own experience and knowledge, are 
highly improbable. For instance, it is highly im- 
probable, within our current knowledge, that any 
person could run a three-minute mile, that a per- 
son could make an axe head float on the water, or 
that dead people whom we have buried would rise 
from the grave in a few days. On the other hand, to 
use the battle analogy of Napoleon, it is probable 
that at least one great general will lose a battle 
sometime; our experience in other events of history 
informs us that greatness does not ensure success. 
The primary criterion of the principle of probability 
is the sensory experience, perception, and reflec- 
tion of the historian investigating the past. Our 
current understanding of life strongly suggests not 
only that a person is unable to run a three-minute 
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mile but also that a virgin cannot conceive and 
bear a son and that dead people do not come back 
to life. The implications of these principles of mod- 
ern historical inquiry for Christian faith are obvi- 
ous for traditional beliefs about a God who inter- 
venes precisely in these ways to accomplish his 
purposes in the world. 

Some scholars are now addressing the issue of 
miracles in the Bible using certain criteria for au- 
thenticity. Few doubt that Jesus was a miracle 
worker in the sense that he was able to perform 
various kinds of healings for individuals in need, 
but this has analogy in the history of human expe- 
rience and is not therefore unique. Such healing 
miracles have parallels in numerous stories of indi- 
viduals being healed from various infirmities through 
the abilities of certain persons. This can be ac- 
counted for, however, on the basis of psychoso- 
matic abilities that are not completely clear and 
that are not attributed to the intervention of God in 
human affairs. 


4. HISTORICAL ASSUMPTIONS AND 
GOD’S ACTIVITY IN HISTORY 


When the above assumptions and principles 
are applied to the Bible, their application, if they 
are valid, will have a major effect on interpreting 
the biblical narratives that tell of God’s special in- 
terventions in history, whether creation itself, mir- 
acles of healing, the calming of storms, the parting 
of the waters of the Red Sea, or resurrections from 
the dead. When the assumptions are applied to the 
primary traditions of the Christian faith, Christian- 
ity is deprived of its miraculous and supernatural 
assertions. All of its proclamations about unique, 
absolute, or supernatural events must be discarded 
or, according to Rudolf Bultmann, redefined in 
terms of what they say about human existence. If 
the assumptions are correct, it appears that Chris- 
tianity can no longer be considered absolute or 
final but only sufficient for some people. Bultmann, 
however, never drew this conclusion. He argued 
that only through the unique Christ experience, 
that is, submission to the Christ who calls us as 
heard in the preaching of the gospel, can one find 
authentic human existence. 

If the assumptions are true, however, it would 
appear that Christianity has been reduced simply 


Chapter 1 / History and Faith 13 


to a historical religious phenomenon, to be under- 
stood naturally within the religious development of 
humankind. When they are applied as an appropri- 
ate guide for interpreting the resurrection of Jesus, 
the conclusions are rather dismal for traditional 
Christian faith. Such conclusions need not be so 
negative, however, when a larger perspective is 
taken. 

First, the subject of the resurrection of Jesus is 
God, not humanity. It was God, according to the 
NT, who raised up Jesus from the dead.” If histori- 
ans are only interested in human beings and their 
past actions in their social environment, then, in a 
technical sense, they have ruled out the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus as a historical event. On the basis of 
current notions of the subject of history, Moltmann 
is right when he concludes: 


If, as has frequently been pointed out, it is true that 
the experiences of history on the basis of which the 
concepts of the historical have been constructed 
have nowadays an anthropocentric character, that 
“history” is here man's history and man is the real 
subject of history . . . then it is plain that on this pre- 
supposition the assertion of the raising of Jesus by 
God is a “historically” impossible and therefore a 
“historically” meaningless statement. 


Second, since the NT writers view God as the 
author of this supernatural, or at least out-of-the- 
ordinary, event, then their perspective on history 
does not view events as occurring only within a 
closed continuum of cause and effect. The resurrec- 
tion of Jesus, according to the NT, was accom- 
plished by one who is outside and beyond the 
boundaries and limitations of natural causation. 
To the NT writers, history is an open continuum 
wherein God, though separate from nature, is free 
and powerful enough to perform redemptive deeds 
within it and to make his will known to human- 
kind in ways that are not our ways. 

Third, there are no analogies to the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus that will enable the historian to inter- 
pret properly such an event. The historian proceeds 
from the known to the unknown in an inductive 
style of investigation. Therefore, what is absolutely 
unique must in turn be absolutely unknowable. 
This is true unless one accepts, as do the NT writ- 
ers, the biblical understanding of revelation, that 
is, that God has revealed his uniqueness in the per- 
son of his Son. The biblical writers accept another 
form of knowledge, not experienced through his- 
torical methodology but only through the special 
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revelation of God—whether through redemptive 
deeds, as in the resurrection of Jesus or the exodus, 
or through direct verbal communication, as in the 
giving of the law at Sinai. But the historian has no 
objective criteria with which to examine such reve- 
lations. They are without analogy and beyond the 
historian’s own experience. 

Fourth, there are no natural causes in the cir- 
cumstances surrounding the resurrection of Jesus 
that could give rise to that event. Jesus was ar- 
rested, beaten, crucified, and buried. His disciples 
abandoned him, fled, and were filled with despair 
and gloom. In these circumstances there is nothing 
in the experience of the historian or in known nat- 
ural laws that leads one to conclude that a resur- 
rection must be forthcoming. On the contrary, 
what the historian knows through experience and 
demonstrable natural laws forces the conclusion 
that the earthly and human life of Jesus ended fi- 
nally and completely at the cross. 

Fifth, under the principle of probability, Jesus 
must remain in the tomb. It is simply not probable, 
under known circumstances, that a dead person 
should rise from the grave. Traditional Christianity 
argues that Jesus was not simply just another man 
but in fact the Son of God, unique in every way, 
and that it is therefore improbable that death 
should contain such a person. Against this line of 
reasoning is the complete inability of the historian 
to establish Jesus’ uniqueness through historical 
methodology, any more than his resurrection from 
the grave. There are no known categories of thought 
available that enable the historian to get behind 
the faith statements of the early NT writers and 
demonstrate that Jesus was in fact “Lord,” “Christ,” 
“Son of Man,” or “Son of God.” It should be noted 
that, unlike some contemporary Christian apolo- 
gists, NT writers work from the event of Jesus’ res- 
urrection to establish or recognize the uniqueness 
of the person of Jesus and not the other way 
around (cf. Acts 2:32-36; Rom 1:3-4; Phil 2:5-11). 

It should be clear that the above described his- 
torical method presents serious difficulties for the 
biblical view of the resurrection of Jesus. If history 
is a closed continuum, then history is also closed to 
the kind of divine deeds found frequently in the 
Bible, whether the floating of an axe head, walking 
on water, or the past or future resurrection of a 
dead person. Moltmann again draws the proper 
conclusions from a rigid application of this histori- 


cal methodology when he maintains that “in face 
of the positivistic and mechanistic definition of the 
nature of history as a self-contained system of 
cause and effect, the assertion of a raising of Jesus 
by God appears as a myth concerning a supernatu- 
ral incursion which is contradicted by all our expe- 
rience of the world.””? When viewed through the 
modern historical method, supernatural or miracu- 
lous events appear absurd. 

The problem now for theologians is to decide 
whether historical methodology has reached its ob- 
jective limits or whether it has built-in limitations 
that prevent it from properly assessing the resur- 
rection of Jesus and other supernatural events in 
the biblical narratives. Are there real events of the 
past that are not discernible through the modern 
historical methods of investigation? 

From this discussion, it is clear that any mod- 
ern theologian who wishes to confess Jesus as the 
risen Lord must grapple with the problems of the 
relationship between history and faith. Whether it 
is possible or even desirable for a modern Christian 
to have a faith like Paul or the twelve apostles in 
the risen Lord Jesus will depend, to a great extent, 
on the view of history adopted and its relation to 
faith. 

The Gospel writers did not intend to write his- 
torical or biographical documents in the modern 
technical senses of those terms but, rather, sought 
to write confessions of faith, in the form of abbrevi- 
ated biographies, that were meant to call persons 
to faith in their risen Lord. They were indeed inter- 
ested in the biography of their Lord and other his- 
torical information available to them, but only as 
these things aided them in their evangelistic calling 
of persons to faith in Jesus as the Christ. They were 
certain that the resurrection of Jesus and the other 
events they described had actually happened. They 
also confessed that the earthly Jesus could not be 
understood apart from the Easter faith they pro- 
claimed. Ernst Kasemann, who also recognizes the 
implications of modern historiography for Chris- 
tian faith, states, “Primitive Christianity is obvi- 
ously of the opinion that the earthly Jesus cannot 
be understood otherwise than from the far side of 
Easter, that is, in his majesty as Lord of the com- 
munity and that, conversely, the event of Easter 
cannot be adequately comprehended if it is looked 
at apart from the earthly Jesus.”®° 


Whatever historical statements may be made 
about the Gospel narratives, one must conclude 
that the writers of these narratives believed that 
Jesus of Nazareth was raised from the dead and 
was seen by human beings. Marxsen correctly ob- 
serves that the resurrection of Jesus is the presup- 
position for the fact that Jesus later became the 
object of preaching.*! 

From here the question naturally arises whether 
the modern historian who accepts the historical as- 
sumptions discussed in this chapter can agree with 
the declaration of Easter faith, namely, that Jesus is 
risen from the dead. Ladd does not believe this is 
possible: 


The critical historian, as historian, cannot talk about 
God and his acts in the Incarnation, the Resurrec- 
tion, and the Parousia; for although such events 
occur within the history of our world, they have to 
do not merely with the history of men, but with God 
in history; and for the historian as historian, the sub- 
ject matter of history ... is man. Therefore the his- 
torical-critical method has self-imposed limitations 
which render it incompetent to interpret redemptive 
history.” 


It seems fair to say that if Christians wish to af- 
firm faith in the resurrection of Jesus today, they 
must either do so in opposition to the conclusions 
of modern historical science or find some other 
way to confess their faith in the risen Lord, one 
that will speak responsibly both historically and 
kerygmatically. If the currently accepted historical 
methodology is not valid for establishing all of the 
past, then its weaknesses or limitations must be 
demonstrated. The theologian may wish to classify 
the resurrection as an unhistorical event, since it 
does not fit in with the popular notion of what is 
historical, but as Moltmann argues, “He must look 
around for other ways for modern, historically de- 
termined man to approach and appropriate the re- 
ality of the resurrection.”°? The NT focuses on faith 
as the appropriate medium for grasping the signifi- 
cance of the resurrected Jesus and the experience of 
God’s salvation. 


5. HISTORICAL AND “THEOLOGICAL” 
EXPLANATION 


Is there a reality of the past that is beyond the 
scope of the historian’s inquiry? Christian faith, in- 
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cluding that of Bultmann, answers a resounding 
“yes!” Whether that activity is limited to a new 
self-understanding (so Bultmann)** or to the inter- 
vention of God into the events of time and space, 
many Christians agree that God is not limited to 
the scope of the historian’s inquiry. The primary 
question for the Christian community is whether 
God has intervened in the course of human affairs 
by suspending the laws of nature in order to ac- 
complish his will. Can one reasonably account for 
the origins of Christianity apart from a belief in 
God’s supernatural intervention in the course of 
history? The historian, as historian, cannot an- 
swer reasonably about the origins of Christian 
faith, but what of Christians? Is it possible to arrive 
at some other approach that accounts for Christian 
origins and is, at the same time, historically re- 
sponsible? This new approach would recognize that 
there are self-imposed limitations on the current 
historical method. Although it rightly enables the 
historian to assess much of human history, the 
current method does not have the ability to accom- 
modate or account for the activity of God. This new 
method would contend that the historical method 
is incapable of examining all factual events of history 
because of its significant self-imposed limitations. 
Is it possible that an event of history can be dis- 
covered or encountered apart from historical-critical 
inquiry? Can a so-called historical-theological ap- 
proach better account for the origins of the Chris- 
tian faith? Is there something in the nature of a 
theological method that can recover unique or su- 
pernatural events of the past? Christian faith has 
traditionally confessed the unique activity of God 
in history, yet it must be conceded that there are 
no scientific or strictly objective historical ways of 
proving that such unique activity ever occurred. 
But if this is so, why should such events have any- 
thing to do with the Christian proclamation? For 
Bultmann the activity of God took place in history 
in the death of Jesus on the cross, but only through 
the eyes of faith was the meaning of this revealed 
to the disciples. For the historian the cross could 
only be seen as a tragic end of a good individual, 
but through faith alone its full meaning was dis- 
closed to Jesus’ followers. The Christian proclama- 
tion is so completely wrapped up, however, with an 
assurance of God’s unique activity in Jesus, which 
culminates in his resurrection from the dead and 
his consequent exaltation, that the church cannot 
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easily reject its roots in a unique and supernatural 
event in history as Bultmann has done. Indeed, 
one’s credulity is stretched beyond all limits to sup- 
pose that Christian faith is based solely upon a new 
understanding of an historically unverifiable resur- 
rection, or even a new self-understanding disclosed 
in the resurrection. Bultmann is right to say that 
the cross posed a question to the followers of Jesus; 
but that the cross could in itself “disclose to them 
its meaning”®> stretches one’s faith as much as, or 
more than, believing, as the disciples did, that God 
raised Jesus from the dead. The testimony of the NT 
writings is that it was the resurrection of Jesus that 
gave a new understanding of the cross to the dis- 
ciples, not the cross itself, which only promoted 
doubt, discouragement, and despair. An examina- 
tion of the earliest Christian preaching in Acts 2-5 
shows that the early church’s Christology and un- 
derstanding of salvation were based not upon the 
cross but upon its belief in the resurrection of 
Jesus. °° 

Christian faith does not depend on the histo- 
rian’s ability to examine the past or upon any am- 
biguous event of the past, including the empty 
tomb, but on the certainty that God has acted 
uniquely and decisively in Jesus of Nazareth, not 
only in his death but also in his resurrection from 
the dead. This confession is not empirically per- 
ceived or mediated through any historical methods 
but, rather, through the certainty of Christian faith, 
which comes through the proclamation of the gos- 
pel. In the proclamation, the hearer is called upon 
to submit to, or confess as Lord, the Christ who re- 
veals himself in preaching (see Rom 10:9-10; 1 Cor 
15:3-9). 

If the historian could prove the unique actions 
of God in history, there would indeed be no need 
for faith at all (2 Cor 5:7). Yet even though one can- 
not prove it historically, to deny the resurrection of 
Jesus is to deny the very heart of the Christian 
proclamation (1 Cor 15:17). In other words, though 
it is not possible to prove the activity of God in 
Christ through any wisdom of this world (Paul sug- 
gests as much in 1 Cor 1:18—29), the denial of this 
unique activity, it would seem, denies the validity 
of the Christian faith altogether. The Christian 
message is neither transmitted nor received through 
logic, reason, or even historical research, but is be- 
lieved on the basis of a revelation from God through 
the proclaimed gospel (1 Cor 15:11) and is an obedi- 


ent submission to the call of God.*” Christian faith 
believes that God speaks through the proclamation 
of the Christ (Rom 10:14-17). Although faith is not 
primarily an assent to a series of facts, Christian 
faith cannot deny the truthfulness of the kerygma 
to which it submits. The aliveness of the risen 
Christ is demonstrated by the Holy Spirit in the life 
of the believer who submits to the call of God. The 
Christian can therefore proclaim that Christ is alive 
not only because the early disciples said so but be- 
cause the Christian has encountered him in the 
Christian message. The truthfulness of the Chris- 
tian message, then, is known through a submission 
to the call of God that comes through the procla- 
mation of that message and is verified by his Spirit 
to the person of faith (see, e.g., Acts 5:32). The 
Christian’s confession of God is a confession of trust 
and confidence in one who “gives life to the dead 
and calls into existence the things that do not 
exist” (Rom 4:17b). We suggest here that the one 
who has encountered God in history does not close 
history to the activity of God. In large measure, 
Bultmann would agree with this last statement, 
but we contend here that his view of what God can 
do in history has been more determined by the his- 
torian than by the act of God. In this we must take 
exception with him. 

The historical method has never been capable 
of discovering God’s activity in history (and Bultmann 
surely agrees). The accuracy of this statement can 
be seen in the impotent life-of-Jesus research of the 
great nineteenth-century liberal “quest.” Jesus was 
never called Lord because of his ethical teachings, 
and it is almost universally admitted that the in- 
choate band of disciples after Jesus’ crucifixion had 
no basis in their prior contact with him to continue 
together in his name. What initiated (or reinitiated) 
their faith in him after his death has never been on 
public display for the critical historian because what 
happened was unique and revelatory and therefore 
beyond the scope of the historian’s inquiry. The 
unique, supernatural, and revelatory activity of 
God is beyond objective inquiry because the histo- 
rian is limited to examining only the natural and 
usual kinds of events in history. Historians can 
only be involved with what they already know 
through their own sensory experience and what 
has analogy to other known events of the past. In 
regard to the unique activity of God, they have no 
means of objective inquiry. 


Geering argues that the resurrection of Jesus 
should be removed from the class of events that are 
properly called historical and open to historical in- 
vestigation.* It is not the kind of event that can be 
subjected to historical scrutiny. The creeds of the 
church may be open to the unique activity of God 
in history, but the creeds of the historian preclude 
such a confession. Those who contend that the res- 
urrection of Jesus is a historical event for historical 
inquiry®? appear to be unaware of the background 
and development of the historian’s craft. The resur- 
rection of Jesus is best left out of the realm of the 
historical, in the most technical sense of the term, 
and allowed to be confessed as a unique and reve- 
latory event brought about by the activity of God. 
The reality of the resurrection of Jesus is only 
known through an encounter with the living 
Christ. 

There is indeed a subjective element found in 
the study of the past, not just on the part of the his- 
torian but also on the part of the Christian. Chris- 
tian faith maintains that God is known only 
through an obedience of faith to the call of God 
(Rom 1:5; 10:9-17). Only through submission to the 
Christ who comes to us through the message of the 
word of God can the truthfulness of the message 
concerning him be finally demonstrated with as- 
surance. The aliveness of Christ is seen today in the 
participation in, and submission to, the message 
about him. In one of the earliest confessions of the 
church, it can be seen that the resurrection of Jesus 
from the dead and his lordship were first con- 
fessed and believed in the heart, not demonstrated 
through reason or science (Rom 10:8-10). The sub- 
jective element is trust in God, not in the human 
resources of wisdom (1 Cor 1:18-21). It is God’s 
Spirit who testifies to the Christian about the valid- 
ity of the proclamation (Acts 5:32) and assures 
the Christian of a place in God’s kingdom (Rom 
8:14-16). 

This discussion may appear to be an unwilling- 
ness to submit the resurrection of Jesus, or the 
uniqueness of God’s activity in Jesus of Nazareth, to 
historical analysis; the contention, however, is 
simply that the final judgment about the supernat- 
ural intervention of God in history, including his 
raising of Jesus from the dead, is reserved for faith, 
not for historical-critical inquiry. To the extent pos- 
sible, we will make a critical investigation of the 
church’s belief in the resurrection of Jesus by care- 
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fully scrutinizing the traditions passed on to us (ch. 
6), but even then we will bring to the attention of 
the reader the limits of each inquiry. No apology is 
made for this statement, for truly there appear to 
be no strictly rational, scientific, or historical rea- 
sons for confessing the lordship of Jesus Christ. In- 
deed, from a historian’s perspective, how can it 
possibly be that one who has suffered a humiliating 
death on a cross is also the exalted Lord of the 
church? Only after God’s disclosure of his unique 
work in raising Jesus from the dead did Christian 
faith become a possibility in the first place. 

Christian faith cannot defend itself against the 
claim that it is a subjective religion except by say- 
ing that faith is a response to a genuine call from 
God. It is objective, however, in the sense that this 
faith is not produced from one’s own longings but 
is initiated by the risen Christ himself, who comes 
to the obedient hearer through the Christian mes- 
sage. This is not history in the narrow sense de- 
fined above, however, but theology, and there is a 
theological way of knowing that is not available to 
historical-critical inquiry. The Christian realizes 
that his or her new life is a gift from God and is not 
due to any self-motivated psychological feelings, 
even though there are no objective ways to prove 
otherwise. God’s speaking to the believer cannot be 
detected through a historical-critical investigation 
but only through the obedience of faith to the call 
of God that comes to us in the message of the risen 
Christ. In this sense, it has always been possible 
to prove God’s existence, but only by a proof 
known through the eye of faith. It is proof known 
by means of theological encounter, not historical 
inquiry. 

In closing, the nature of the resurrection ap- 
pearances themselves is not such as would allow a 
historian to evaluate them. Jesus’ resurrection was 
not like the resuscitation of Lazarus but, rather, a 
resurrection to a new mode of life (see 1 Cor 15). 
Even the Gospels and the book of Acts suggest that 
the appearances of Jesus were of another kind than 
a mere resuscitation. Paul saw Jesus on the Damas- 
cus road while those with him only heard some- 
thing (Acts 9:7) or saw some flash of light (Acts 
22:9). Also, though the disciples saw the risen Jesus 
firsthand, some of the disciples still doubted after 
they had seen him (Matt 28:17). Again, Jesus sud- 
denly appeared and disappeared following his res- 
urrection (Matt 24:12ff.), and Mary, as well as the 
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disciples on the road to Emmaus, had difficulty rec- 
ognizing him (John 20:14; Luke 24:16). (We return 
again to these and other related issues in ch. 6.) 
Whatever else may be said of the objective nature 
of the resurrection, it is not clear that an impartial 
observer could have witnessed the appearances of 
the risen Jesus. Apart from the Apostle Paul and 
perhaps James the brother of Jesus, none of the wit- 
nesses of the appearances could have claimed em- 
pirically based objectivity, since they had been fol- 


lowers of Jesus before his death. The disciples had 
hoped in him before his death, but not James and 
Paul. The resurrection of Jesus, as a resurrection to 
a new mode of existence, may not have been objec- 
tively identifiable. From the Easter traditions in the 
NT, it is clear that the resurrection of Jesus was re- 
vealed to the disciples through the Easter appear- 
ances and was not based on logical deduction 
about an empty tomb, even less about the cross 
itself. 
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chapter 


EXAMINING THE BIBLE CRITICALLY 


1, INTRODUCTION 


When historical methods of inquiry were devel- 
oping in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
it did not take long for biblical scholars to begin ap- 
plying to the Bible these new approaches developed 
for ancient literary documents. Some, no doubt, 
hoped to uncover the original meaning of the Bible 
by this application of critical inquiry to the biblical 
text. But as Phyllis Bird observes, other biblical 
scholars used the new criticism as a tool for “un- 
masking religion and rejecting its supernatural 
claims by exposing the Bible’s human character, its 
crudeness, and fallibility."1 She notes that both 
groups challenged the traditional understanding of 
the Bible, especially in regard to inspiration, au- 
thorship, and authority, but it was the second 
group that became better known, for some occa- 
sionally expressed wild and destructive claims that 
caused many within the church to retreat from ap- 
plying the critical methodology of historians to the 
Bible. Attempts to defend the traditional under- 
standing of the Bible, most frequently through the 
use of dogmatic and philosophical argumentation, 
have only served to obscure further the original 
meaning of the biblical literature. Rejection of the 
critical methodology altogether, however, prevents 
the church from coming to grips with real issues 
that the biblical writers raised, issues that also 
have significant application for this age. Although 


some scholars may have differing motives in radi- 
cally applying the assumptions of the developing 
critical methodologies, the insights of this critical 
approach have helped the church immensely in 
trying to recover the original meaning of the litera- 
ture that comprises the Bible and the faith that was 
first proclaimed in the church. The meaning that 
critical biblical interpretation has uncovered has 
often been a prophetic word of God to the church, 
summoning it to a more radical obedience to the 
call of God than was understood earlier, when the 
Bible’s message was controlled by dogma. 

This chapter discusses the methodology for at- 
tempting to recover the original meaning of the 
biblical text—an exegetical methodology. Exegesis 
is the process of analyzing, explaining, and finally 
interpreting the Bible within its own historical 
and cultural context. The word comes from the 
Greek noun éEjynots (exégésis), which means “in- 
terpretation,” “explanation.” The verb form of the 
word is €Enyéopat (exégeomai), which means “ex- 
plain,” “describe,” “interpret.” When speaking of 
an exegetical method in the study of the Bible, we 
are referring to the whole process of determining 
the meaning of the Bible: the historical inquiry into 
the context, the study of literary features, the analy- 
sis of language within its historical and social con- 
text, including observation of the various nuances 
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of the grammar of the text, and, ultimately, the at- 
tempt to understand the Bible within our own con- 
text. In order for the Bible to have meaning, it has 
to be translated into our framework of human ex- 
perience. As Guelich has ably observed, exegesis of 
the Bible involves 


analysis, explanation and interpretation of a text 
that makes use of the critical historical tools to gain 
perspective from the historical context of the authorial 
process, the “sender”; that makes use of the lexico- 
grammatical tools for decoding the foreign language 
of the “text”; and that makes use of the literary criti- 


cal tools to enhance the “receiver's” reading of the 
parts of the text in terms of the whole. 


The value of this process is that it enables the 
interpreter of Scripture to understand better a text 
that comes as the word of God, worthy of our best 
efforts to interpret it correctly (2 Tim 2:15). A valu- 
able reward awaits us at the end of our journey of 
careful critical biblical inquiry. As we handle that 
word responsibly and interpret it carefully, it will 
inevitably have a significant effect upon our lives 
and the lives of those who hear the results of our 
inquiry. The following sections of this chapter dis- 
cuss some of the more important concepts involved 
in this process of interpretation. 


2. THE IMPORTANCE OF CRITICAL 
BIBLICAL INQUIRY 


Because there is a historical, cultural, and lin- 
guistic gap between the earliest Christian commu- 
nities and Christians of today, there is a need for 
careful analysis of those documents, produced by 
the church, we call the NT. The same can be said 
for the OT Scriptures, which are commonly called 
the Hebrew Bible. This careful analysis is what we 
mean when we speak of biblical criticism. The term 
“biblical criticism,” for a layperson, may suggest 
that those engaged in its practice are criticizing the 
Bible in some pejorative manner. This view may 
suggest itself not only because of the current use of 
the term “critical” in social discourse but perhaps 
also because many scholars who have practiced 
biblical criticism in its various disciplines have 
been rather negative in their conclusions about 
the Bible, especially on questions of historical reli- 
ability, miracles, and the viability of the church’s 
proclamation. Nevertheless, whenever one asks 


questions about the historical context of the Bible 
(date, authorship, provenance, etc.), the identity of 
certain groups of individuals named within it, or 
the definition of certain technical terms, for in- 
stance, “Son of Man,” “Son of God,” “Lord,” or 
even “eternal,” “kingdom,” “grace,” and “peace,” 
we are asking critical questions. The more one 
reads the Bible, the more such questions arise. The 
raising of such questions and probing for answers 
regarding the Bible is what is called biblical criticism. 
Throughout church history many gifted bibli- 
cal scholars have endeavored to expose the mean- 
ing of the Bible to the Christian community in as 
careful and clear a way as possible for their time. 
Those teachers have also tended to teach the Bible 
as the very word of God, not simply as an ancient 
artifact of the church’s past. They have labored 
under the assumption that the Bible has something 
important to say about and for the Christian faith. 
The early church assumed that, generally, what 
we call the OT (although usually in its Greek form, 
called today the Septuagint, abbreviated LXx) had 
an unquestioned authority within the community 
of faith, and they employed these Scriptures to 
teach and proclaim their faith in Jesus as the Christ. 
This was true even when the complete scope of 
which writings were canonical in their OT or NT 
Scriptures was unclear to them. They also used 
their Scriptures both to admonish and to offer mod- 
els and guidelines for behavior. By the early second 
century, several Christian writers were using the 
NT writings not only to proclaim Jesus as Lord and 
Christ but to clarify what it meant to be a man or 
woman of God (see 1 Clement, the Didache, and the 
writings of Ignatius). Like most of our ancient pre- 
decessors, we too study the biblical literature in 
order to understand who we are as a community of 
God's people and to find direction from God for liv- 
ing. What a Christian is and how a Christian is to 
live are answered within the pages of the church’s 
Scriptures in a variety of ways but also with conti- 
nuity. In a very real sense, the church’s true iden- 
tity is found most clearly in the writings of the NT 
and, to some degree, also in the OT. Without any 
fear of exaggeration, then, we can affirm that if the 
church ever loses sight of its Scriptures, it will also 
lose sight of its own identity and reason for being. 
For those who believe that they already know 
what the Bible teaches and consequently do not 
need to wrestle with its interpretation, their job is a 


relatively simple one, however uninformed. Unfor- 
tunately, such individuals rarely learn anything 
new from the Bible, and for them it often ceases to 
function as a prophetic and inspired book. When 
we allow the Bible to call into question our behav- 
ior and beliefs, then it functions as a prophetic 
voice to the church. This happens to the extent 
that we take the time and energy to study its mes- 
sage rather than use it to support our own preju- 
dices. In the latter case, the Bible merely becomes a 
collection of proof texts to support an already well- 
defined system of beliefs. The Bible must be studied 
afresh in every generation, which will ask of it the 
pertinent and tough questions of the age in which 
Christians find themselves. When we critically study 
the Bible, we must appreciate previous interpreta- 
tion, but we cannot be shackled to the creeds and 
covenants of a previous era, which often do not 
allow us to be challenged and criticized by the Bible 
itself. When we allow for open-minded inquiry of 
the Bible—that is, biblical criticism—it can be of 
tremendous value to the church. 

All of the Gospel writers wrote their narratives 
a number of years after Jesus’ death and resurrec- 
tion and from the perspective of Christian faith. 
This critical observation of the biblical text has 
enormous implications for the study of the Gospels. 
Christian faith and the significance of Jesus for 
faith were expressed for the church in the Gospels. 
The writers were not trying to write as if the impor- 
tance of the events they were describing were ei- 
ther unknown to them or of little consequence. 
Biblical criticism is not primarily interested in what 
the Bible means for this generation but, rather, 
with what it meant to those who received the text 
when it was first written. In this sense, biblical crit- 
icism is interested primarily in the compositional 
stage of development. It seeks to discover the per- 
spectives of the writers and of the communities to 
whom the writers wrote. It also assumes that there 
should be some direct relationship between what a 
text of Scripture meant and what it means for the 
church today. 

A critical study of the Bible is not optional if we 
are to be relevant in preaching to our own genera- 
tion. When the church simply repeats its cherished 
creeds without serious study of its sacred traditions 
and Scriptures, it defeats itself and becomes irrele- 
vant to its own generation. It further loses sight of 
the fact that as an inspired book, the Bible, when 
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properly interpreted, has a continuing and living 
voice for every generation (see ch. 13, below). A 
critical investigation of the Bible must be accompa- 
nied, however, by the honesty and integrity of the 
interpreter. If a question presents itself that cannot 
be answered, we should be willing to say so and 
not try to cover up the question by simplistically 
appealing to traditions, creedal formulations, or 
even piety. Those who approach the Bible critically 
and are willing to listen intently to its message will 
soon see that the Bible often criticizes our simplistic 
answers. Doing this kind of inquiry is never easy, 
but it has significant value in that it allows the pro- 
phetic nature of the Scriptures to be unleashed in 
our midst. In serious biblical criticism, difficult 
questions are not shoved under the carpet or given 
facile answers but are dealt with honestly, with the 
critical ability and faith that initiated the study in 
the first place. 

A historical-critical study of the Bible does not 
necessarily deny the unique or divine origins of the 
Scriptures as some Christians suppose. It merely 
recognizes that the Bible, though uniquely inspired 
of God, nevertheless was written by human beings 
in particular historical contexts and that their 
work is subject to historical assessment and analy- 
sis. We can, for instance, study the vocabulary, 
grammar, and even the theological priorities of the 
various authors of the biblical literature. In many 
cases, we can also determine fairly accurately the 
occasion and context the author was addressing in 
his text, and thereby clarify the meaning of the au- 
thor’s words. The information gleaned from such 
studies can in no way be considered irrelevant for 
the study of the Bible if we acknowledge that the 
Bible was written by human beings whose person- 
alities, abilities, and even shortcomings? affected 
the writings they produced. There are significant 
differences in the ways in which the Gospel writers 
describe particular events in the life of Jesus, espe- 
cially in the death and resurrection narratives but 
also elsewhere. How do we account for these differ- 
ences? Historically, many Christians, perhaps out 
of embarrassment or out of a sense of need to pro- 
tect a particular view of biblical inspiration, have 
tried to harmonize these differences and, as a re- 
sult, have often missed the point that each writer 
was trying to make. Finally, even though the Bible 
was written in a historical context and its message 
cannot be fully gleaned if we ignore this historical 
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context and other historical questions implied in 
the text (e.g., date, authorship, consistency, etc.), 
historical criticism alone cannot account for the 
faith of the earliest Christian community. Historical 
research can never be a substitute for Christian 
faith, and Christian faith can never be arrived at 
through scientific research alone. In order to get 
into the mind-set or perspective of the NT writers, 
people must be open to the call of God that comes 
through the message of Scripture, and they must 
also be willing to submit to this call of God to obedi- 
ence and surrender. Only then can the faith of 
which the NT speaks be initiated and experienced. 
Properly understood, biblical criticism is a servant 
of faith and can never be its master or its substitute. 


3. TYPES OF BIBLICAL CRITICISM 


The following types of biblical criticism are 
the most important fields of inquiry that skilled in- 
terpreters of the Bible use to determine the mean- 
ing of the NT.* Some of these critical methods 
have been utilized in biblical studies for some 
time and consequently have been refined over the 
years. Others are relatively new and are still in 
the process of establishing their place as a legiti- 
mate model of interpretation. We can do no more 
than briefly introduce them here and refer to 
works that offer further discussion. The student 
may think that we are suggesting that one must 
become proficient in all of the disciplines listed 
below in order to understand the Bible; this is not 
the case. Very few, if any, biblical scholars have 
competence in all of these areas. Nevertheless, we 
think that this brief exposure to these disciplines 
will show how many avenues of inquiry are avail- 
able for biblical study. Those already familiar with 
these methods will understand the seriousness with 
which those who do critical investigation of the 
Bible take their responsibilities. 


A. Textual Criticism 


The first area of responsibility for any inter- 
preter of the Bible is to determine precisely what 
the author of a passage or text wrote.” The primary 
goal of textual criticism is to establish the original 
wording of a text as far as that is possible. Some- 
times textual criticism is also called “lower” criti- 


cism because it is the foundational work on which 
all other studies are based. Unless there is some rel- 
ative agreement on the original wording of a bibli- 
cal passage, it is difficult, if not impossible, to have 
any meaningful interpretations of the Scriptures. 
This is not to suggest, however careful the work 
done here, that it will yield exact information for 
every passage of the Bible. Many texts of Scripture 
are still unclear to biblical scholars today, but the 
process of evaluating these texts goes on and the 
most recent conclusions are incorporated into criti- 
cal translations of the Bible, as in the case of the 
New Revised Standard Version, the Revised English 
Bible, the New International Version, and the New Je- 
rusalem Bible. 

One of the peculiarities of the early Christian 
community was its preference, by around A.D. 100, 
for use of the codex—the ancient predecessor of the 
modern book—over the scroll. C. H. Roberts has 
evaluated the many possible reasons for this (econ- 
omy, compactness, comprehensiveness, convenience 
of use, and ease of reference, among others) and 
concludes that none of the most obvious explana- 
tions answer the question why the Christians, 
more than anyone else, preferred the codex. He 
suggests that the practice began in Jerusalem with 
the Christians opting for another means of trans- 
mitting their sacred literature than the scrolls used 
by the Jews.° The early church did not have the op- 
portunity, because of the slower development of 
the codex, to combine all of the books of the NT or 
OT into one volume. Early in the second century, 
the most that could be circulated together in one 
codex was the four Gospels, some 220 pages or 110 
leaves. By the fourth century, however, the process 
for making a codex, especially with parchment, 
made possible the combining of all the biblical 
books into one volume. Those writings that circu- 
lated in the same codex become very significant in 
canonical discussions. Along with these codices 
(many of which are still in existence), numerous 
copies of lectionaries (biblical excerpts used for 
reading in services) survive that may preserve an 
early form of the biblical text. Some of the oldest 
translations of the Bible, the Coptic or the Old 
Syriac for example, were based on earlier texts of 
the NT; consequently, these translations are quite 
valuable for recovering the original work of the 
biblical writers. 


After the books of the NT were first written, 
preserved, and circulated in the churches, they were 
all hand-copied for centuries by well-intentioned 
and dedicated individuals. There are thousands of 
Greek manuscripts and fragments of manuscripts 
of the NT; about 8 percent of them cover most of 
the NT, but the vast majority contain only portions 
of the NT or exist in fragmentary form. Although, 
for the most part, the copyists were very meticu- 
lous in their transmission of the biblical text, they 
still made mistakes by adding or omitting letters, 
words, or lines. Some copyists, however, made de- 
liberate changes that they thought would clarify 
the text or make it more relevant to their own com- 
munities. In many of these cases the changes in the 
text were passed on for centuries in subsequent 
copies. In time some of the copyists saw that cer- 
tain older manuscripts differed from the ones they 
were familiar with, and they made what they 
thought were corrective changes in order to get 
back to what they believed was the original text of 
Scripture. Not all such “errors” were caught, how- 
ever, and questions about the authentic or most 
original text persist among scholars. 

There are no original manuscripts, known as 
autographs, remaining from either the OT (either 
the Hebrew Bible or the LXX) or the Greek NT. In 
modern times, and with the discovery of many 
more manuscripts of various textual types, scholars 
have, by detailed comparison, been able to make 
better-informed decisions about what the original 
biblical texts must have looked like. In a number of 
cases, however, we still cannot be certain of the 
original reading. Variants in the Greek NT, along 
with the best available estimate of the original text, 
are found in critical editions (see ch. 12, below). 


B. Historical Criticism 


Historical criticism, often called documentary 
criticism or higher criticism, deals with introduc- 
tory matters in the study of the NT: the dating of a 
book, its authorship, the location where the book 
was produced, its destination, the historical con- 
text or setting of the book, and the occasion for its 
writing. These are basic historical questions, essen- 
tial for any serious study of a passage of Scripture. 
An understanding of geography and archaeology is 
also an important aspect of historical criticism, 
which enables the historian to re-create more care- 
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fully the context of the story about Jesus and the 
community of faith, called the church, that emerged 
after his death and resurrection. Ultimately, the 
historical critic will have done his or her job best 
when the distance between the biblical writings 
and the modern reader can be bridged or at least 
considerably narrowed. The goal of historical criti- 
cism is to put the modern reader in the time frame 
and mood of the community that first heard and 
responded to the message of the Bible. We can say 
that we are doing historical-critical research when 
we try to determine the meaning the writer of a 
given piece of literature had in mind when he 
wrote that document to the original readers. 
Knowing the context of both the writer and the 
readers, as well as the occasion for the writing and 
any vocabulary and grammatical relationships 
within the document, is of immense value in find- 
ing out what the writer meant by the words he em- 
ployed in the writing. Insofar as it is possible, his- 
torical criticism also seeks to discover a chronology 
for the biblical writings. Concerning the NT, the 
historical critic tries, for example, to discover the 
historical sequence of the activities of Jesus and the 
early church. To a large extent, much of this pres- 
ent volume is an exercise in historical criticism. 


C. Source Criticism 


Many of the writers of the Bible used sources 
when they produced their literature. NT research 
most often focuses on this area of investigation 
when discussing the literary relationships among 
the Gospels, but it is also applicable to the rest of 
the NT. As we will see later, among the canonical 
Gospels there are close literary relationships 
that suggest a literary dependency. Not only did 
Matthew and Luke apparently make use of Mark; 
they also seem to have used other sources, writ- 
ten or oral—those sometimes called the “Synoptic 
Sayings Source” or “Q” as well as the traditions 
found only in Matthew and only in Luke—that 
were circulating among the churches in the last 
half of the first century. Source criticism focuses, 
in part, on these relationships and seeks to iden- 
tify sources in the Gospels themselves and in the 


‘other literature of the NT. Source criticism was 


applied first to the Hebrew Scriptures, primarily 
to the Pentateuch, and subsequently to the NT 
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Gospels (see the discussion of the Gospels and 
their reliability in ch. 8, below). 


D. Form Criticism 


Sometimes known as the stepchild of source 
criticism and historical criticism, form criticism 
made the valuable discovery that particular texts of 
Scripture may have had a separate history of their 
own before their inclusion in the biblical narra- 
tives. The two parables in Mark 2:18-22, for ex- 
ample, are widely acknowledged to have circulated 
in churches before Mark included them in his Gos- 
pel. The same is true of portions of the parable of 
the Sower and the Seeds in Mark 4:3-9 and its in- 
terpretation in 4:13-20. In the canonical Gospels a 
number of parallels are found in the appearance 
stories following Jesus’ resurrection. They include 
the common description of the situation (the dis- 
ciples being bereft), the appearance of Jesus, the 
greeting, the recognition by the disciples, and the 
word of command by Jesus. The similarities of form 
here suggest that these stories circulated widely in 
the early Christian communities before being writ- 
ten down and were probably used for instructional 
or catechetical purposes. It is also often (although 
not universally) thought that some of the creedal 
formulations in Paul’s letters (e.g., Rom 10:9-10; 1 
Cor 15:3-9; Phil 2:6—-11) were early Christian affir- 
mations of faith incorporated by him into his letters 
and that many of the hymns employed by the NT 
writers (e.g., in Luke 1:46-55, 69-79; and possibly 
John 1:1-14; 1 Pet 1:18—21; 1 Tim 3:16; Col 1:15—20) 
reflect early Christian hymns. 

The forms of these texts, it is sometimes ar- 
gued, may have originated in oral discourse or 
teaching and have subsequently gone through sev- 
eral oral or written stages of development before 
they appeared in the biblical text. Reconstructing 
the history of the biblical text is called tradition 
criticism. Those who investigate the history of the 
text of the NT generally contend that these different 
forms often reveal more about the use of tradition 
in the communities of faith and the life setting 
(Ger. Sitz im Leben) of the churches from which 
these forms of tradition emerged than they do 
about the events they purport to describe. 

There is no agreement among scholars today 
on the exact forms to be found in the Gospels, 
though the categories employed by Rudolf Bultmann 


in his well-known History of the Synoptic Tradition 
have been largely accepted by many scholars.’ 
These include apophthegms (short pithy sayings or 
maxims, also called aphorisms), sayings, miracle 
stories, historical stories, and legends. Some other 
scholars have added to these the distinction be- 
tween “Jesus stories” and “Christ stories.” The 
forms in the Gospels, however, are basically two- 
fold: narrative material and sayings sources, or, as 
some scholars prefer, narratives and discourses, 
with considerable overlap. The primary goal of 
form criticism is to discover the life setting of the 
text. The more radical NT form critics (such as 
Dibelius and Bultmann) argued that the forms or 
traditions of the NT Gospels tell us more about the 
life setting of the early church than about the ac- 
tual “historical Jesus.” Although many scholars 
have seen the value of studying the various forms 
of the NT literature and even its value for telling us 
about the communities from which those traditions 
emerged, most have not shared the skepticism of 
Bultmann and others on the ability of those texts to 
shed light on Jesus himself. Several scholars have 
thus rejected the notion that the synoptic tradition 
was only created or formed in the later Christian 
community and that it does not represent a reliable 
reflection of Jesus. Nevertheless, the application of 
form criticism to the NT has caused many of its 
practitioners to focus more on the community from 
which the various units of tradition arose and less 
on the overall message of the writers and the final 
form of the writing. This deficiency led to the devel- 
opment of the next critical discipline, which fo- 
cuses on those who compiled, edited, or wrote the 
biblical narratives and on their perspective when 
they presented their material in the way they did. 


E. Redaction Criticism 


One of the values of form criticism is that it 
raises appropriate questions about the setting of 
the biblical narratives and emphasizes the impor- 
tance of the historical context in which they devel- 
oped. Redaction criticism took that a significant 
step further, arguing that the writers themselves 
wrote from a particular perspective that gave shape 
to the material they passed on. The redaction critic 
focuses on the way in which the editor/compiler of 
the biblical text put together his sources and on the 
particular emphases he had in composing his text. 


Redaction criticism continues the work begun by 
source criticism in that it presumes that there were 
other written sources employed by the final editor 
or redactor of the Gospels. It advances the inquiry by 
acknowledging that the editor had a particular 
view or perspective in mind when compiling and 
redacting his text, and it seeks to discover the spe- 
cific purpose each writer had in producing his Gospel. 

The term itself comes from the German Redak- 
tionsgeschichte (“redaction history”) and sometimes 
is described as “composition criticism.” By evaluat- 
ing the manner in which the editor produced his 
Gospel, the investigator may examine both the his- 
torical context and the theological perspective of 
the redactor himself and perhaps his community. 
Redaction criticism had its beginnings in the work 
of Giinther Bornkamm on Matthew, but the most 
significant use of the new methodology came with 
Hans Conzelmann’s work on Luke and with Willi 
Marxsen’s work on Mark, in which he also set forth 
principles for its use in Gospel research.” He argued 
that while the form critic seeks the Sitz im Leben 
(social context and circumstance) of Jesus and the 
early church, the redaction critic also seeks the Sitz 
im Leben of the evangelists themselves. Redaction 
critics are primarily interested in how authors used 
their sources and the special theological emphases 
that each author brought to his material. Since the 
sources are clearest in the Gospels, most of the re- 
daction-critical work has been focused here, al- 
though scholars have also discovered sources that 
were employed in the production of Acts, the epis- 
tles of Paul, and elsewhere. 

It is taken for granted that theological motives 
are not behind every difference in the Gospels, but 
they are behind some, and the redaction critic seeks 
out the perspectives and nuances that distinguish 
each writer. The redaction critic therefore focuses on 
the way in which the editor/compiler of the biblical 
text put together his sources and on the particular 
emphases he had in composing his text. For example, 
by comparing how Luke and Matthew added to, 
changed, and omitted elements from their source 
Mark, it is possible to see some of the theological mo- 
tifs and perspectives of each evangelist. Rather than 
viewing the Gospel writers as merely “scissors and 
paste” compilers of traditions about Jesus, we are 
made more aware through the work of redaction crit- 
ics that each evangelist had a theological perspective 
in mind. Where they are discernible, the redaction 
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critic examines how each evangelist made changes in 
his sources and how he combined traditions/sources 
to produce the final product. Because Mark was used 
as a source, it is more difficult to do redaction-critical 
work on Mark; the Gospel of John also poses difficul- 
ties. Nevertheless, we can see, as Stein observes, that 
Luke, unlike Mark and Matthew, emphasizes the role 
of the Spirit both during and after Jesus’ temptation 
when he began his ministry in Galilee.!° Likewise, 
Matthew’s frequent insertion of the words “this was 
to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet” (1:22; 2:15, 
17, 23; 4:14; 8:1; 13:35; etc.) and Mark’s and Luke’s 
lack of this expression demonstrate that scriptural 
fulfillment was a major motif of Matthew’s work. 

Most scholars today recognize the value of re- 
daction criticism, particularly because it serves as a 
corrective to form-critical analysis, which tended to 
get lost in the detail of recovering the life settings of 
the early Christian communities and often missed 
the point the evangelists were trying to make. We 
should not overlook, however, the limitations of 
this discipline. It is easy to confuse the theological 
emphases of an evangelist with the entire theology 
of that evangelist, focusing on the diversity of the 
writers rather than on those matters on which 
they agree. Although there is considerable diver- 
sity in the canonical Gospels, they hold even more 
in common in their story of Jesus. 


F, Literary Criticism 


Although source criticism has also been called 
literary criticism, and redaction criticism has many 
similarities to it, what most interpreters of the NT 
now call literary criticism is a discipline in its own 
right.!! Having its basis in the study of nonsacred 
literature, such as novels, literary criticism of the 
NT applies the criteria of the discipline of literary 
study to the various forms of NT writing, especially 
the Gospels. Even though literary criticism of the 
NT is a fairly recent arrival on the scene, it has al- 
ready developed in several different ways. 

Since literary criticism of the NT began as an 
apparent reaction to the kinds of source- and form- 
critical readings often offered by NT scholars, many 
literary critics of the Bible argue that the final form 
of the biblical text is the one that should be ana- 
lyzed. Although some of this NT literary criticism is 
by literary scholars, most of it is by biblical schol- 
ars. They were trained in the traditional critical 
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methods but have made conscious efforts to: move 
away from looking behind the text to concentrate 
on what is in the text. Especially in Gospels re- 
search, there have been a number of important 
studies. For example, an early work by Rhoads and 
Michie concentrates on Mark’s Gospel as a “unified 
narrative.”!* With this assumption about the nar- 
rative, they are able to find and analyze the au- 
thor’s consistent perspective and coherent plot and 
characters. What distinguishes this approach, ac- 
cording to the authors, is that any historical infor- 
mation not germane is not introduced into their 
study. Rhoads and Michie’s treatment has inspired 
the work of many others, usually having in com- 
mon the emphasis upon the story within the text 
rather than upon the world surrounding the text. 

Although many continue to offer the kinds of 
reading that Rhoads and Michie offer, a number of 
readers of the NT have moved away from the text 
as an item in and of itself to examine the responses 
generated by the text. Drawing upon what has 
been called reader-response criticism in literary 
studies, this kind of criticism is often focused not 
upon the contemporary reader but upon the first- 
century reader. A better term for this kind of inter- 
pretation may be reader-oriented criticism. The 
most convincing and useful forms of reader-ori- 
ented criticism for NT study pay attention to vari- 
ous details in the text that help to control and 
guide the reader, or allow the reader to participate 
in creating the meaning of the text. This method, 
which opposes the idea that the text is a repository 
of fixed meanings waiting to be uncovered by inter- 
preters, allows the interpreter to have a creative 
role in interpretation. With a focus upon the origi- 
nal reader, much of this criticism takes on a histor- 
ical-critical sense, although most reader-oriented 
critics wish to focus upon the dynamic relationship 
between text and reader. 

In a further development called deconstruction 
or postmodernist criticism, the text is subjected to 
critical suspicion.!* By placing even more emphasis 
upon the determinative role of the interpreter, so 
much so that the interpreter takes a position of pre- 
eminence over the text, deconstruction questions 
the assumption that the text is a literary unity. In- 
deed, the assumption seems to be that a text is not 
inherently unified and that any perceived unity 
can be quickly dispelled by examination of the text. 
As a result, a deconstructive critic such as Seeley 


can find insurmountable difficulties in Paul’s Letter 
to the Romans, such as the problem that in Rom 2 
one can be righteous through the doing of the law 
while in Rom 3 one can only be justified through 
faith apart from works.!> Deconstruction has passed 
out of favor in literary criticism, and it apparently 
is doing so in biblical interpretation as well. Besides 
a number of philosophical problems with such an 
approach, it fails to account for the strength and 
durability of texts, and the resultant readings have 
not proved convincing. 

Whereas most literary criticism has been ap- 
plied to narrative texts, such as the Gospels and 
Acts, there have been a few attempts to appreciate 
the literary dimension of the letters of Paul. In a 
highly challenging treatment that also draws on 
social-scientific criticism, Petersen examines the 
letter of Paul to Philemon.!® Petersen defines nar- 
rative in terms of plotting events and then applies 
this to Philemon, reconstructing the narrative of 
the letter from the events mentioned or alluded to 
by the author. From this he is able to extrapolate a 
number of social relations that seem to be at play 
in the letter. Besides Petersen’s and a few other ef- 
forts, there has been relatively little significant lit- 
erary analysis of the Epistles, with much potential 
for more important work. 

The strengths of NT literary criticism include its 
attention to details often overlooked, its recogni- 
tion of the value of story and textual integrity, an 
interest in the process of writing and reading, an 
appreciation of how texts work, and the resultant 
interesting readings that emerge. However, there 
are also limitations to the method. Some of these 
are a failure to pay attention to the history of inter- 
pretation and to learn from past scholarly opinion, 
the lack of explicit criteria for what constitutes evi- 
dence in an analysis, readings that are sometimes 
not as insightful as those arrived at through more 
traditional methods, and the neglect of evident the- 
ology. Despite these limitations—all of which have 
been addressed and can be overcome—literary 
analysis of the NT continues to be a fruitful area of 
interpretation.” 


G. Rhetorical Criticism 


Rhetorical criticism is one of the most popular 
forms of criticism of the NT today. The way it is 
practiced by many interpreters allows for a combi- 


nation of literary and historically based criticism. 
The literary dimension is the attention paid to the 
unfolding argument of the text. As a result, most 
rhetorical critics either assume or find unity in the 
text. The historical dimension is the grounding of 
rhetorical theory in the practice of ancient rhetori- 
cians or public speech makers, such as Demosthenes, 
Lysias, and Isocrates.!* As a result, rhetorical criti- 
cism takes two major forms. There are those who 
treat the NT writings as if they were ancient 
speeches either read or delivered, which allows 
them to be analyzed according to the standards 
that were used in the writing of ancient speeches. 
In other words, the same categories that are found 
in the rhetorical handbooks (handbooks on how to 
write speeches, by such people as Quintilian, the 
ancient teacher of rhetoric) are used to analyze the 
NT writings. There are others who believe that the 
ancient rhetorical handbooks and ancient rhetori- 
cal practice, as well as medieval and modern rheto- 
ric, follow certain universal principles for how best 
to construct an argument and attempt to persuade 
an audience. The NT, for these rhetorical critics, 
can be analyzed like any piece of language to dis- 
cover its rhetorical elements. Thus, for example, a 
letter of Paul may be analyzed in terms of whether 
it is related to the courtroom (judicial), praise and 
blame (epideictic), or a considered course of action 
(deliberative), in the same way that an ancient 
speech may have addressed these issues. 

The history of NT rhetorical criticism can be 
discussed in terms of the work of three rhetorical 
critics. The first is George Kennedy, whose work on 
rhetoric has been instrumental in reviving interest 
in what was a neglected area even in classical stud- 
ies. In an important study, Kennedy maintained 
that the writings of the NT, from portions of the 
Gospels to various letters and even parts of letters, 
could be analyzed rhetorically.” Although Ken- 
nedy seems to believe that there is something per- 
vasive about rhetoric, in the sense that the popular 
use of rhetoric was simply a part of what it meant 
to live in the ancient Greco-Roman world, the cate- 
gories that he uses are the formal ones of the an- 
cient writers. As a result, Galatians may be analyzed 
in terms of a proem, or introduction (1:6-10); a 
probatio, or proof (1:11-5:1)—in which there are 
various elements, including a narratio, or discussion 
of background (1:13-2:14), an argument (2:15-21), 
various topics of discussion, and a personal appeal 
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(4:12-20)—a moral exhortation (5:2-6:10); and an 
epilogue (6:11-18).7° The Sermon on the Mount is 
characterized as deliberative rhetoric, since it en- 
dorses a course of action. 

The second major rhetorical critic is Hans Dieter 
Betz, who wrote a commentary on Galatians in 
which he outlined the book according to a rhetori- 
cal model,”! as if it were a speech. Much more 
based on the handbooks than Kennedy, Betz seems 
to believe that this letter is simply a speech with 
epistolary opening and closing attached. Whereas 
a major weakness of Kennedy’s approach is his as- 
sumption that to be a member of the ancient world 
virtually guaranteed competence in rhetoric, the 
weakness in Betz’s work is that, in order to make 
his outline fit, he must either utilize categories in 
ways that they are not used in the ancient world or 
practically invent new categories. Both Kennedy 
and Betz have had numerous followers of their 
methods. One question not often raised, however, 
is whether such analysis, since it purports to come 
out of the ancient world, would have been recog- 
nizable by the ancients themselves. In other words, 
did the ancients analyze, for example, the Gospels 
or the Letters using the categories of rhetoric? 
There does not appear to be substantive evidence 
that this is the case. 

As a consequence, the work of Wilhelm Wuellner 
has been very important. Rather than confine him- 
self to the categories of ancient rhetoric, Wuellner 
follows the so-called New Rhetoric, especially that 
developed in the study of law.”* He believes that 
these universal categories of persuasion allow anal- 
ysis of any writing for its rhetorical elements. One 
can thus examine a Pauline Letter, a Gospel, or 
portions of each without being confined by the ter- 
minology and categories of the ancients. Whereas 
some have wanted to ground their rhetorical criti- 
cism in the ancient categories, Wuellner’s method 
does not allow for the same certainty; conse- 
quently, his work has not been as widely accepted 
as that of Kennedy and Betz. 

Although there is great advantage in appreci- 
ating the persuasive elements of the biblical texts— 
and thus rhetorical analysis, in that sense, should 
have a place in critical biblical study—several ques- 
tions have been posed. The first is whether rhetori- 
cal criticism is a method or an interpretive perspec- 
tive. In other words, is rhetorical criticism simply a 
set of tools that can be used in conjunction with 
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other methods, such as various forms of historical 
criticism, or is it a perspective in its own right, with 
various claims and viewpoints on larger issues, 
such as the nature of human communication. A 
second question is how to reconcile the various 
perspectives noted above. At present, most rhetori- 
cal critics use similar language, sometimes without 
realizing the differing assumptions they make re- 
garding its use. Rhetorical criticism is still a very 
new type of criticism, but one that can be expected 
to continue to be used in NT study. 


H. Social-Scientific Criticism 


Although social-scientific criticism can be con- 
sidered one of the more recent methods of NT inter- 
pretation and criticism, in another sense it has 
been in use for most of the last century. It is in the 
twentieth century that the social sciences have de- 
veloped, including not only sociology but psychol- 
ogy and anthropology as well. As awareness has 
grown that a human being is not a creature who 
lives in isolation but one who lives in groups, 
scholars have attempted to describe these relation- 
ships. Social-scientific criticism of the NT reflects 
these interests. 

In its earliest shape, concern for the social ele- 
ment of the NT took the form of social description. 
Various scholars, such as Adolf Deissmann and F. 
C. Grant,74 attempted to describe the various 
groups that existed in the ancient world, including 
those of the early church. Their categories of 
thought were very much dependent upon the ex- 
tent of knowledge of the classical world mediated 
through classical studies, so their descriptions re- 
flected an emphasis upon what some would con- 
tend was a skewed perspective of the ancient world, 
with perhaps too much polarity created between 
the haves and the have-nots. They also reflected 
the change in social perspective of the nineteenth 
century and, with it, the rise of such emphases as 
the social-gospel movement. As a result, in some 
circles Christianity was often described as a peas- 
ant religion, with an itinerant peasant as leader, 
without any formal or institutional ties to those 
with money and power. This kind of description 
was part of the set of presuppositions of the form- 
critical agenda in the twentieth century as well and 
has influenced how various literary types in the NT 


have been viewed in terms of their creation and 
transmission. 

In a more technical sense and as a distinct 
critical approach, social-scientific criticism of the 
NT is only about twenty-five years old. Current 
social-scientific description can be divided into 
two categories. The first includes those who are 
still concerned to do social description. This is 
not to say that these scholars continue to per- 
petuate the analyses of the previous group; their 
orientation is to allow their sets of classifications 
to grow out of the data gleaned from the ancient 
texts. Judge and Malherbe,”° and a number who 
have followed them, have utilized this approach. 
A recent example is Clarke’s analysis of 1 Cor 
1-6, in which he examines the language of the 
letter to classify the social relations at Corinth.”° 
He also draws upon extrabiblical evidence, such 
as inscriptions. He concludes that the Corin- 
thian church had a mix of people from various 
social strata, which were parts of a system of 
benefaction. The concept of the benefactor, an 
important one in the ancient world, was respon- 
sible for organizing lines of dependency and ben- 
efit up and down the social scale. 

The second group of social-scientific critics 
consists of those who are doing social analysis or 
sociology proper; that is, they are utilizing mod- 
els from contemporary social-scientific criticism 
to examine social structures in the ancient 
world. Various scholars have proposed different 
models for analysis of the data of the NT. For ex- 
ample, Meeks has examined the Pauline churches 
from the standpoint of their presence in the 
urban world of the first century. John Elliott fo- 
cuses upon key vocabulary in 1 Peter related to 
the house and household to formulate theories 
regarding Christianity as a social minority in the 
alien Greco-Roman world. Holmberg uses a 
model from the sociologist Max Weber, including 
analysis of Paul in terms of authority and his 
charismatic leadership.” 

There are several apparent problems that so- 
cial-scientific criticism must confront. One is an 
unfortunate tendency, when it is applied to the NT, 
to impose categories from the modern world upon 
the ancient people and their texts. Another is to 
draw contrasts that are too sharp between various 
parts of the ancient world, such as the Hellenistic 
versus the Jewish elements, and then to side with 


one against the other on almost every point. A 
final problem is a tendency to stereotype not only 
the modern world but also the ancient world, ne- 
glecting a wealth of data that are sometimes in- 
tractable.7° Nevertheless, through this method 
important insights have been gained into the social 
structure of the NT world. 


I. Canonical Criticism 


Canonical criticism of the Bible seeks to under- 
stand a writing not so much within its own histori- 
cal context and development as within its place 
and arrangement in the biblical canon. Canonical 
criticism also focuses, in part, on the question of 
how the biblical text came to be recognized as au- 
thoritative Scripture within the community of faith. 
It is interested not so much in the original meaning 
of a text, as argued by the historical-critical 
scholar, but in the final form of the biblical text in 
conjunction with the other parts of the Bible, 
which spoke to a community of faith. The primary 
focus of canonical criticism is on the Bible seen as a 
whole and on how each part of that whole func- 
tioned as authoritative in the life of the church. Ca- 
nonical critics acknowledge that the original mean- 
ing of a book, or even its original text, may have 
been changed by a later community of Christians 
and that the message originally intended by the 
author is secondary to its canonical significance. 
The basis for canonical authority in antiquity, 
however, was directly related to such questions as 
authorship and the writing’s proximity to the time 
of the apostles. The apostolic witness, the earliest 
witness of the Christian community to the Christ 
event, was what the canonical communities of the 
fourth and fifth centuries believed they had incor- 
porated into their biblical canon. The goal of those 
Christian communities, therefore, was to identify 
their sacred Scriptures, employing the criteria of 
apostolicity, orthodoxy, and antiquity (see ch. 13, 
below), and thus forming a composite work that 
now functions as the basis for present-day canoni- 
cal criticism. 

The explicit theological agenda of canonical 
criticism developed in direct response to the 
growing lack of confidence in the Bible and to the 
consequent minimal use of it in ministry. One of 
its major exponents, Brevard Childs, stepping for- 
ward to respond to this “crisis,” gave his atten- 
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tion to unlocking the Bible from its historical- 
critical past, which he believed had undermined 
its authoritative role in the church.?? James 
Sanders, reflecting some of the same concerns, 
believed that there was need for a reevaluation of 
the formation and function of the biblical canon.” 
Childs and Sanders agreed that the Bible had be- 
come, for the specialist, a catalogue of isolated 
texts that led to its fragmentation and to what 
Childs called the “atomization” of the biblical 
text. Childs stressed that historical criticism’s 
practice of dividing the biblical passages into 
their various historical stages and developments 
(a “diachronic approach”) often destroyed the 
“synchronic” dimension of the text.*! He rejected 
the fragmentation of the biblical text and instead 
called for a synchronic approach that viewed the 
Bible as a whole, in its final form, rather than in 
its various literary stages of development or as a 
collection of isolated texts. For him, the Bible 
comes to us not just from individuals but primar- 
ily from ancient communities of faith. He and 
Sanders both agree that “the Bible, the sum as 
well as all of its parts, comes to us out of the litur- 
gical and instructional life of early believing com- 
munities.">* For Childs, however, the canon of 
the Bible, or its continuing authority in the 
church, includes the contributions of the later 
editors of its texts, the superscriptions that were 
later added by the communities of faith, and “all 
the redactional seams.” The shift here is from 
what scholars call their quest for an Urtext, that 
is, the earliest form of a text, to its final form, 
which was frozen by the church and passed on in 
its communities of faith. Childs specifically re- 
jects the use of the term “canonical criticism” as 
a description of his work, while Sanders embraces 
it. Sanders defines it differently than does Childs, 
calling it a subdiscipline of biblical criticism that 
is a means of “unlocking the Bible from the past 
into which criticism has tended to seal it.”*? Be- 
cause of the often negative value biblical criti- 
cism has had for believing communities, Childs 
rejects the use of the term “criticism” alto- 
gether.** He contends that the focus on how a 
document functioned as canon in the religious 
community is an essential feature of theological 
inquiry—about this he and Sanders are in 
agreement. 
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This relatively new approach to the biblical lit- 
erature has been launched chiefly through the 
writings of Sanders and Childs,* but it is also car- 
ried on by several other capable scholars who 
agree with their goal of a canonical understanding 
of the Bible. Their canonical focus asks, in part, 
which form of the biblical text is authoritative for 
the church today. Sanders views the biblical text 
from a number of contexts in which it is ever re- 
newing itself as canon within the communities of 
faith. Childs shows interest only in the latest stage 
of this development though he is not uninformed 
about its earlier stages. 

Childs is undoubtedly correct that the Bible’s 
message is not fully grasped through the descrip- 
tive work of biblical exegesis alone but, rather, in 
an encounter with the living God. This encounter 
with God, however, need not be separated from a 
careful interpretation of the biblical text, employ- 
ing the various critical disciplines available for the 
theologian to explicate its meaning.” But this is 
nothing new. Last century, both Karl Barth and 
Rudolf Bultmann agreed that biblical faith could 
not be understood apart from the obligation of faith 
to surrender to the call of God that comes in the 
preaching of the Christian message. 

Childs’s major limitation is his focus on the bib- 
lical text at the end of the canonical process—in- 
cluding both the scribal and the editorial material 
added to the writer’s original message and possibly 
at variance with the very perspective of the canoni- 
cal community he is anxious to preserve. Why 
should the second-to-fourth-century additions to 
the biblical text be combined with the canon of the 
church or be given weight equal to those of the ap- 
ostolic community? Why should a later Christian 
generation’s text, which admittedly has been cor- 
rupted by mistakes, glosses, and deliberate changes, 
be given priority over the earliest recoverable text? 
Childs does not answer these questions satisfacto- 
rily. His work, in practice, denies the value of tex- 
tual criticism as well as the work of the historical 
critics who have made great strides in recovering 
the historical context, date, authorship, and prove- 
nance of many of the biblical writings. 

The Christian communities of the second to the 
fourth centuries did not see themselves as the ca- 
nonical community but instead sought to build 
their faith upon what they believed were the tradi- 
tions and writings from the earliest Christian com- 


munity.® Since this appeal to the earliest witnesses 
was made by the very community that handed to 
us our “received text,” why should the church not 
be as interested in their quest today, especially if 
we can come closer to it than the churches of the 
fourth and fifth centuries did? The apostolic wit- 
ness, that is, the earliest witness of the earliest 
Christian community to the Christ event, was pre- 
cisely what the canonical community of the fourth 
and fifth centuries believed it had incorporated into 
its biblical canon. The recovery of the earliest text 
or the compositional form of the text was one of the 
important goals of exegesis and proclamation from 
the perspective of the early Christian communities. 


J. Linguistic Criticism 


The form of criticism that is perhaps the most 
underutilized and in its most rudimentary form of 
development for NT studies is linguistic criticism.” 
Linguistic criticism includes several different sub- 
types, including semantics (especially found in lexi- 
cography) and pragmatics, sociolinguistics, and 
discourse analysis. All of these areas of investiga- 
tion work from the assumption that the principles 
of modern linguistics must take precedence over 
the categories of traditional philology. Traditional 
philology used categories from the study of Latin, 
emphasized historical issues such as the origin and 
development of a word or word-form (i.e. etymol- 
ogy), and gave undue attention to the literature 
(rather than the documents of everyday life, such 
as the papyri) of the ancient Greeks and Romans. 
Modern linguistics analyzes language according to 
a different set of criteria. These criteria include the 
emphasis of synchrony over diachrony, that is, con- 
temporary usage over the history of usage, a view of 
language as system rather than as a series of sepa- 
rate, discrete elements, and an estimation of common 
usage as more important than literary artifacts. 

As a result, in the study of semantics (mean- 
ing) and pragmatics (meaning in context), linguis- 
tic criticism analyzes contemporary usage of words 
and word-forms. This can usefully be discussed in 
terms of two axes, the paradigmatic and the 
syntagmatic. The paradigmatic axis discusses the 
other possible linguistic choices in a given context. 
For example, when selecting a given word, such as 
a noun, a writer may have had any number of 
other nouns to choose from in constructing the 


sentence. The syntagmatic axis is concerned with 
how strings of elements are combined together into 
such things as phrases, clauses, and sentences. 
Thus the semantics of a language is based upon 
choice at two levels, from among similar items (se- 
lection) and in relation to how these elements are 
combined (combination). Pragmatics is concerned 
with the context in which these elements are used. 
Various linguistic means are employed by speakers 
and writers to ground a particular set of words in a 
meaningful context. These include what are often 
called deictic indicators. Deictic indicators contain 
a reference to person, time, place, and even dis- 
course factors. Pragmatics is also concerned with 
the various presuppositions and implications of the 
use of language, realizing that the meaning of a 
stretch of language is not arrived at simply by add- 
ing up the meanings of the individual units. Thus, 
a lexicon based upon semantic domains—the 
meaningful spaces occupied by conceptually re- 
lated words—such as the Louw and Nida lexicon,*! 
is a necessary tool for linguistic criticism. Similarly, 
discussions of such elements of Greek structure as 
the verb (e.g., why the present tense rather than 
the aorist is used in a given passage) or the case of 
a noun in terms of the choices available to the lan- 
guage user would also be necessary. ‘2 
Sociolinguistics is concerned with the impor- 
tant social dimension of language usage. In other 
words, sociolinguistics recognizes that all language 
is used in human contexts of varying types, and 
these must be appreciated in order to understand 
the language. Thus, most users of languages have 
several different types of language at their disposal, 
often referred to as registers. Registers are the vari- 
ous ways in which language is utilized in given 
contexts, such as formal or informal, business or 
pleasure, etc. Registers are different from dialects. 
“Dialect” may be defined in different ways. Al- 
though dialect is often associated with accent, it is 
perhaps better understood in terms of regional 
variations in usage that would include not only ac- 
cent but other differences as well. The language of 
the Greek of the NT has often been discussed in 
terms of how much influence Semitic languages 
may have had on it and whether it constitutes its 
own form of language or not,** but the kind of lin- 
guistic criticism meant here is concerned with vari- 
eties of usage according to whether one is writing a 
Gospel or an epistle, a homily or an apocalypse. 
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Discourse analysis (sometimes called text- 
linguistics) is one of the latest areas of important 
development. ** Much linguistic work in the last 
century has concentrated on the sentence as the 
largest unit of meaning, but discourse analysis pos- 
its that units for meaningful analysis must be un- 
derstood in terms of an entire discourse. The entire 
discourse, which may be as small as a single utter- 
ance or as large as an entire multivolume work, 
must be taken into account. In a number of ways, 
discourse analysis includes not only all that we 
have been discussing about a linguistic analysis of 
the NT (i.e., semantics and pragmatics) but also 
more besides. Discourse analysis, in its concern for 
the entire complexity of human communication, 
considers the role of the speaker or writer, the 
hearer or reader, the medium of communication, 
and the context, both social and otherwise. Dis- 
course-analytical models vary according to the in- 
terpreter, but usually include a balance between 
attention to the individual elements of usage (such 
as connecting words, or patterns in vocabulary) 
and formulation of larger patterns. It is through at- 
tention to these details that one is able to discover 
the various linguistic means by which an author 
may unify the discourse or choose to bring to 
prominence and emphasize various other features. 


4, BIBLICAL THEOLOGY: WHAT COMES 
AFTER BIBLICAL CRITICISM? 


Thus far we have been primarily concerned 
with what has commonly been called the histori- 
cal-critical method and several of the newer forms 
of criticism that have been offering challenges to it. 
Several of these methods have proved valuable in 
recent criticism of the NT. As the survey indicates, 
various questions are addressed by the various 
methods, and different—even competing—answers 
are given. Apart from the interests of canonical 
criticism, however, very little has been said about 
the theological dimensions of the NT texts. These 
concerns are also of importance in NT study. 

Biblical criticism is the presupposition and 
foundation for all biblical theology. When we speak 
about biblical theology, we are recognizing that the 
Bible has the peculiarity of being a theological book. 
Clearly it is not only a historical account of a few 
ancient events that affected the lives of some Jews 
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and Gentiles in antiquity. Although it includes this, 
it is significantly more; it is history and theology 
combined. By “theology” we are referring to the be- 
lief of the early Christians that the writings of the NT 
were inspired by God, that they told the over- 
whelming story of Jesus of Nazareth, who was both 
Lord and Christ of the church. These are theological 
statements, based on the experience of some men 
and women of antiquity who saw more in Jesus 
than those who can only see him as the poor un- 
fortunate wisdom teacher who was rejected by the 
majority of his people but later was embraced in 
faith by the Gentiles. The Bible was written from a 
theological perspective, and the study of Scripture 
is not complete when we have simply focused on 
the so-called historical issues. The perspectives ad- 
vocated and advanced in the Bible are the theology 
of the biblical text. Robert Grant cautions his read- 
ers not to forget, in their study of the NT, that its 
authors “had a purpose for writing and that unless 
this purpose is kept in view the analysis of their 
writings will be fragmentary and will produce 
nothing but a collection of fragments.” 

The essential goal of a biblical theology of the 
NT is to reconstruct the message or kerygma of 
the NT writings. If these writings define what it 
means to be a Christian or a follower of Jesus, or 
express the faith that caused its writers to write 
them and subsequent Christians to preserve 
them, then it is important to determine what is 
advocated or demanded in the biblical text. In 
this sense, a biblical theology is, in the first place, 
a descriptive enterprise that engages the NT in- 
terpreter in discovering the teachings of the NT, 
from its own perspective, about God, humanity (es- 
pecially humanity in relation to God), the plan of 
redemption or salvation, ethical behavior that is 
informed by the perspective of the Bible, and the 
eternal destiny of humanity. After this, the inter- 
preter seeks to understand the individual writings 
or groups of writings, noting their similarities 
and differences. To the extent that the activity of 
God described in the NT sets out theological state- 
ments about God, it is important to understand 
the NT’s perspective on that activity. How does God 
act in history or in human affairs? What is the 
NT’s perspective on these matters? How do the 
different writers of the Bible respond to these 
questions? 


The biblical theologian first must try to clarify 
what theological statements in the NT mean. It is 
not sufficient simply to do a descriptive study and 
state what the NT says. One must also see how the 
text says the reader must respond. Therefore, “de- 
scription” and “prescription” are both important 
parts of biblical theology, even though scholars dif- 
fer on how these elements are combined. The theo- 
logian assumes that the biblical text has something 
to say that is significant for the present; in other 
words, there is an understanding of reality and 
human existence in the NT that has relevance for 
today. George Ladd captures this idea when he 
concludes that “biblical theology is far more than 
an intellectual discipline; it has a spiritual goal, 
namely, personal knowledge of God."*6 

Because the Bible features prominently in the 
Christian tradition and because the church has his- 
torically sought to ground its faith in the niessage 
of the Bible, those who would study the Bible’s con- 
tent and meaning must inevitably go beyond the 
initial task of description, even though it is possible 
to describe the theology of the NT and leave the 
matter there. On the other hand, as Bruce Chilton 
notes, “[New Testament] theology demands that 
the study of documents be related to an account of 
God,” and he concludes that “the study of the 
New Testament is irrevocably a part of theological 
discussion.”*” The theology of the NT emerged 
from the deep-seated conviction of the writers, and 
anyone who wants to understand the NT must try to 
understand the source and nature of this conviction. 

How does one do biblical theology of the NT? In 
the descriptive side of the task, the student of the 
NT should first examine each writer, not assuming 
automatically that they all say the same thing, and 
identify main expositional passages in the letter or 
book (look for the longest or most repeated themes), 
then analyze them in terms of key issues or con- 
trolling concepts—keeping in mind the more po- 
lemical passages as well. For example, in Gal 2, 
Paul is at variance with Peter, James, and the Jeru- 
salem leaders. What accounts for this? Second, it is 
important to trace cognate themes and concepts 
elsewhere in the same book or letter, asking how 
similar themes function in the main expositional 
passages. For example, how does God's interest in 
poor, lowly, or insignificant persons and sinners 
play a role in Luke’s Gospel? How does the way 
Luke deals with the birth, genealogy, and tempta- 


tions of Jesus factor into that picture or perspec- 
tive? Why is it that Luke has lowly shepherds come 
to the Christ child in a barn (cave?) or manger 
scene while Matthew has wise men (magi) from the 
east come to a house to visit the Christ child and 
present expensive gifts? What accounts for this dif- 
ferent perspective in the text? How does Luke's em- 
phasis here fit with his parables of the lost sheep, 
coin, and son or, later, with his story that one of 
the thieves on the cross next to Jesus cried out to be 
remembered by Jesus and Jesus assured him that 
he would be with him in paradise that day? In 
other words, what was Luke trying to say through 
these various but overlapping stories? This is the 
focus of biblical theology. Third, the NT theologian 
should also consider the material that appears to 
have a special place in the writer’s argument, for 
example, the kerygmatic affirmations or proclama- 
tions. A clear example of this is in Luke 19:10, 
where the author seems to step away from the im- 
mediate situation to explain why all of these events 
occurred, namely, because it is the goal of the Son 
of Man to seek to save those who are lost. In Acts 
several summary passages show the author’s con- 
cern to emphasize the ongoing growth and devel- 
opment of the Christian community (e.g., Acts 
2:41-42, 43-47; 4:32-34; 5:11-12a; 5:42). Finally, 
one should also organize the findings of these first 
three steps, seeking to determine how these various 
conceptions are related and whether the overall ar- 
gument of the writing is driven or shaped by a par- 
ticular theological perspective.*® 


5. CONCLUSION 


This brief overview of the field of critical analy- 
sis of the NT has included a description of the types 
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of biblical criticism and the ways of viewing and as- 
sessing the writings of the NT from a theological 
perspective. What has been said often has an 
equally valid application to the study of the OT, or 
the Hebrew Scriptures. Indeed, many of these criti- 
cisms were first employed in the study of the OT. 
The mastering of the discipline of a critical study of 
the Bible will not automatically enable the student 
of the text to understand the perspective of the 
writers of the Bible and their message. The biblical 
writers wrote not as unbiased and unprejudiced 
scholars but as proclaimers. Although the above 
methodologies, if carefully applied, will allow for 
important historical and theological insights into 
the message of the Bible, there is still a significant 
gulf between this scholarly approach and the expe- 
rience of what caused the writers to write in the 
first place. The interpreter must go beyond the sur- 
face facts to explore the particular understanding 
of existence and reality expressed in the text. It is 
here that scholars and laypeople alike must humble 
themselves before the text and enter into a more 
complete understanding of the Scriptures by faith. 
Ultimately, questions about the preached Christ of 
the NT cannot be settled through historical re- 
search alone, but when critical inquiry is combined 
with faith in the One who comes through the bibli- 
cal proclamation, there is a greater likelihood of 
discovering the rich meaning of the text and expe- 
riencing the reality it was trying to express in its 
ancient context. It should be stressed again, how- 
ever, that there are great benefits to be gained from 
a critical study of the NT. Without it, Christian 
faith inevitably becomes irretrievably locked into 
the interpretations of the past without any way of 
getting beyond them to a clearer picture of the 
Christ of the NT and his demands upon those who 
acknowledge him as Lord. 
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THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 


1. FROM CYRUS TO AUGUSTUS 
A. Persian Domination of Palestine 


After the disastrous events surrounding the de- 
struction of Jerusalem in 587/586 B.C. with its con- 
sequent deportation of thousands of Jews to Baby- 
lon, several social and religious changes came to 
the Jews. Their written and oral language was no 
longer predominantly Hebrew but instead was re- 
placed by Aramaic along with the more square let- 
ters of the Aramaic script. Also, after the decree of 
Cyrus (ca. 538-532 B.C.) that allowed the Jews to 
return to their homeland (see Ezra 1:2-4; 6:2-5), 
most of them did not return home, preferring in- 
stead to remain in the peaceful environment of Per- 
sia, where many were prospering. Some of them 
migrated to Greece, Asia Minor, Rome, Egypt, 
and elsewhere (see Acts 2:8-11). Since Palestine 
was largely in ruins, there was little to encourage 
the Jews to come back to their land, even though 
thousands did return. The Jews who remained in 
Persia or moved to other places outside Palestine 
came to be known as the Dispersion or the Dias- 
pora Jews (James writes to the Christian Jews, or 
“the twelve tribes in the Dispersion” [8:acropd, 
diaspora], in Jas 1:1). By NT times the number of 
Jews in the Dispersion was around five to six 
million, with an additional one to two million liv- 
ing in Palestine. 


More important, those Jews who returned to 
the land, beginning with Ezra the scribe, believed 
that they had been deported as a result of their fail- 
ure to keep the law of Moses. From that time on, 
Ezra and the rest of the Jews devoted themselves to 
rebuilding the temple and its walls but especially to 
understanding their religious heritage, which re- 
sulted in a new emphasis on interpreting the Law. 
Neither the Prophets nor the Writings (see sec. 2.B, 
below) were viewed as sacred Scripture yet, nor did 
they play a discernibly major role in the religious life 
of Israel. While in Babylon, the Jews were unable to 
offer their animal sacrifices, which were the domi- 
nant form of their cultic religious expression in pre- 
exilic times. Although some believe that the syna- 
gogue emerged during the captivity in Babylon to 
meet the religious needs of the people, its precise 
origins are obscure; other scholars claim that its 
origins are in the early second century B.C. in Pal- 
estine, but more likely the synagogue emerged later 
in the second century B.C. during Hasmonean times 
(after 140 B.C.) In any case, the synagogue, which 
was apparently common both inside and outside 
Palestine in the first century A.D. and later (although 
the archaeological evidence is scarce), became the 
primary center of Jewish religious life after the de- 
struction of the temple in A.D. 70. Rather than a 
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priest-led liturgy, which focused on temple worship 
with its sacrifices, the synagogue was primarily a 
lay-oriented community that stressed reading of 
the Scriptures, exposition of the Sriptures (when 
persons were present who could do it), singing of 
hymns, and offering of prayers. After the temple 
was destroyed, the form of worship used in the syn- 
agogue became the only surviving worship expres- 
sion of Judaism. The earliest Christian community 
in Jerusalem also organized and practiced worship 
after the manner of the synagogue. 


The traditional Mount Sinai with one of several 
small chapels surrounding it. Photo © Rohr 
Productions. Used with permission. 


It is probable that the widespread recognition 
of the divine origins and authority of the law of 
Moses took place during the time of the Jewish 
exile in Babylon, when the Jews were without a 
temple. This does not negate the impact of the re- 
forms inspired by the law on the Jews in the days of 
Josiah in the sixth century B.C. (2 Kgs 22-23), but 
they were in effect only for a brief period before the 
destruction of the nation and its religious cult. The 
call for restoring the temple (see Haggai and Zech 
1-8) was also important during the period of Per- 
sian domination (which extended from ca. 530 to 
330 B.C.), but from the Babylonian exile forward, 
the law and the reforms it brought to the people of 
Israel were among the highest priorities of the na- 
tion. There were conflict and instability in the land, 
and they continued well into the time of the Latter 
Prophets. For example, Zech 9-14 foretold the major 
cleansings within Israel (see esp. chs. 12-14) and 
even within the royal family. The emphasis was on 
a future transformed time when Yahweh would be 
the king of a renewed people. 


After the devastation of the nation that began 
in 596/595 B.C. and concluded with the subsequent 
destruction of the temple and deportation of the 
people in 587/586 B.C., what remained for the Jews 
who returned to Palestine after the exile was a 
story about their heritage, including an experience 
with Yahweh.” As mentioned, they had concluded 
that the destruction of their homeland and temple 
was due to their own failure to keep their covenant 
with Yahweh. The school of interpretation that 
began with Ezra added a new focus on the law and 
its practical implications in the lives of the Jewish 
people. In the renewal of their covenant with God 
(see Ezra 10:1-5; Neh 7:73-9:38), they also rebuilt 
the temple under Zerubbabel by around 515 B.C., as 
noted above, and then rebuilt the walls around the 
city (no later than ca. 445-443 B.C.). During the re- 
building of the walls, the Jews met with opposition 
from Sanballat, the governor of Samaria (Neh 4:2). 
This is the first time the Samaritans are mentioned 
by name. 


Ancient steps carved in the hillside leading to the 
temple of Samaria. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


Later, by the time of the NT, the Samaritans are 
generally looked upon with disdain by the Jews (see 
John 4:4—12, 19); nevertheless, in the parable of the 
Good Samaritan in Luke 10:25-37, Jesus made the 
point that even a natural enemy of the Jews, a Sa- 
maritan, can be a good neighbor. The Samaritans 
built their own temple ca. 330 B.Cc., but ca. 128-125 
B.C., John Hyrcanus, king of the Hasmoneans, de- 
stroyed the rival Samaritan temple, although not 
the Samaritans’ devotion to Mount Gerizim, where 
the temple had been built. (For further discussion 
of this topic, see sec. 2.1.5, below.) The remainder of 


| 
| 
| 
; 
| 


Chapter 3 / The Historical Context of Early Christianity 49 


Petra in Jordan, home of Aretas, who defeated Herod the Great in battle 
(Josephus, Ant. 17.287; 18.109-115). Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


the period of Persian domination of Palestine (ca. 
530-330 B.C.) was often turbulent, but in compar- 
ison with the time of the Seleucid domination 
(198-142 B.C.), it was relatively peaceful. Evidence 
for upheaval during the Persian period may be re- 
corded in the second portion of Zechariah (chs. 
9-14). Many scholars place these chapters between 
330 and 150 B.C., since in 9:14 the rise of the Greeks 
had already occurred; if that is the case, then the 
period of relative calm that has been frequently at- 
tributed to this period did not prevail. 


B. Greek Domination of Palestine 


With the conquests of Alexander “the Great” 
(334-323 B.C.), Palestine fell under Greek control 
and the influence of Alexander’s ambitious goals of 
revolutionizing the cultural, linguistic, religious, 
and political structures of the communities he cap- 
tured.? The opening sentences of 1 Maccabees (ca. 
104-100 B.C.) describe the enormous impact that 
Alexander made on the ancient world: 


After Alexander son of Philip, the Macedonian, who 
came from the land of Kittim, had defeated King Dar- 
ius of the Persians and the Medes, he succeeded him 
as king. (He had previously become king of Greece.) 
He fought many battles, conquered strongholds, and 
put to death the kings of the earth. He advanced to 
the ends of the earth, and plundered many nations. 
When the earth became quiet before him, he was ex- 
alted, and his heart was lifted up. He gathered a very 
strong army and ruled over countries, nations, and 
princes, and they became tributary to him. (1 Macc 
1:1-4) 


The Greek language came to be spoken almost 
everywhere during this time, and Greek culture 
was disseminated through, among other avenues, 
the Greek gymnasiums, which were the major 
places of both learning and physical training. Dur- 
ing the Greek domination there was a move toward 
syncretism of both the architectural and the reli- 
gious heritages of the Greek and Oriental peoples. 
Many Jews were opposed to these syncretistic 
moves, though many Jews, especially the educated 
class, were quite favorable to Hellenistic influences 
in Palestine. 
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Steps of the ancient Pnyx in Athens, the meeting 
place of the popular assembly after 507 B.C. and the 
birthplace of democracy. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


Part of the success for Alexander’s program, 
apart from his military prowess, was due to his vision 
for the peoples he conquered. Alexander reportedly 
gave a famous speech at Opis, a town on the Tigris 
River near Babylon, in 324 B.C. The speech was un- 
doubtedly embellished by Eratosthenes (the third di- 
rector of the library of Alexandria in the second 
century B.C.) and by Ptolemy (one of Alexander’s 
famous generals), who reportedly heard the speech, 
but enough of it has been reported in various con- 
texts to be able to determine the substance of Alexan- 
der’s words. Supposedly delivered to some nine thou- 
sand “dignitaries and notables of all races,” the 
speech emphasized brotherhood and the reconcilia- 
tion of all persons. The shortest report of this speech 
comes from the Roman historian Flavius Arrian (ca. 
130 A.D.): “And Alexander prayed for all sorts of 
blessings, and especially for harmony (6udvovav, 
homonoian) and fellowship (kotvwviav, koindnian) 
in the empire between Macedonians and Persians.”* 

After Alexander’s death there was confusion in 
his empire until it was divided among his generals, 
called the Diadochi (8vé8o0yxot, diadochoi)—Antipater 
and his son Cassander, Lysimachus, Ptolemy I, 
Antigonus I, and Seleucus. Their vision for the em- 
pire was not as great as Alexander’s, and divisions 
were inevitable. By 280 B.C. there remained three 
major Greek dynasties tracing their descent from 
Alexander, Palestine at first fell under the control 
of the Ptolemaic dynasty, which had established its 
headquarters in Alexandria, Egypt. The Seleucid 
dynasty, which controlled Asia Minor to Syria and 
Persia to the Euphrates River, was headquartered 
in Damascus, with major units of its army and gov- 


Egyptian architecture at Petra in Jordan. It dates 
from the period of the Alexandrian conquests. 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


ernment at Antioch of Syria. Finally, there were 
the Antigonids, who controlled Greece and Thrace. 
Under the Ptolemies, the Jews experienced a rela- 
tively peaceful time of religious toleration and pros- 
perity, since they were basically self-governing. 
During this time a major project of translating the 
Hebrew Scriptures into Greek was begun in Alex- 
andria, perhaps at the instigation of the ruler of the 
Ptolemies, Ptolemy II Philadelphus (if the testi- 
mony of the second-century B.C. Letter of Aristeas is 
to be trusted),° though more likely it was instigated 
by the Jews themselves sometime around 250-225 
B.C. This new translation came to be referred to as 
the Septuagint (LXX), a probable reference to the 
seventy or seventy-two elders of Judah reported to 
have been translators in the project. The LXx, 
which was not completed until around 100 B.C., be- 
came the most commonly used translation of the 
Bible among Diaspora Jews and many Palestinian 
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Caesarea Philippi (Baniyas/Banias/Paneas, Syria) before recent excavations with details of 
a spring and a cave. Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


Jews until the second century A.D. It was used and 
preserved in the church by the Christian commu- 
nity almost from its beginnings. 

The Ptolemic regime ruled Palestine until the 
Seleucid king Antiochus III (“the Great”) defeated 
the Egyptian forces (ca. 200-198 B.C.) led by Ptol- 
emy V at Panion (Paneas, or Caesarea Philippi in 
the NT), which lies at the southern end of Mount 
Hermon. From this time, the Jews were under the 
Seleucids, who controlled by far the largest part of 
Alexander’s kingdom. When Antiochus III’s grand- 
son, Antiochus IV Epiphanes (“Manifestation”), be- 
came ruler of the Seleucid dynasty in 175 B.C., new 
pressures were brought on the Jews to conform to 
the religion and culture of the Greeks. One of 
Antiochus Epiphanes’ early moves was to depose 
the high priest in Jerusalem, Onias III, and appoint 
Jason, a Jew sympathetic to the Hellenism of the 
Seleucids. Jason was chosen mostly because of his 
large gift of money to Antiochus. After three years, 
Menelaus offered Antiochus an even larger gift for 
the office of high priest, which was then awarded 
to him. This move greatly angered the Jews and 


caused rebellion among them. Subsequently, when 
the Jews believed that Antiochus had been killed in 
battle with the Egyptians, Jason, the previous high 
priest, forced Menelaus out of office. Antiochus, on 
the brink of reestablishing Seleucid reign in Egypt, 
had been thwarted by the intervention of the 
Romans. When Antiochus returned from Egypt to 
Palestine, humiliated by his defeat, and found out 
what Jason had done, he was enraged and rein- 
stated Menelaus, plundered the temple and its trea- 
sury, and took some of its furniture to Antioch of 
Syria. He then tore down the walls of the temple 
and in 167 B.C. made an offering to Zeus on the 
altar in the sacred Jewish temple in Jerusalem. It is 
probably this act that is described in detail in Dan 
11:21-45, calling it the “abomination of desolation” 
(11:31). The impact of this event on Israel was so 
devastating and infuriating to the Jews that when 
Jesus later described the ultimate catastrophe of the 
great tribulation of the end times, he spoke of it in 
terms of this event (Matt 24:15). 

Many of the more educated Jews willingly ac- 
cepted the hellenization being imposed on them, 
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A section of a frieze among the ruins at Hierapolis 
(Pamukkale [ “Cotton Castle” ], Turkey). 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


some even committing religious apostasy by under- 
going “epispasm”—a surgical procedure to remove 
the marks of circumcision—and embracing Greek 
religion. Antiochus went further, trying to force all 


the Jews to sacrifice to Zeus and even to violate 
their religious dietary laws by eating pork. Such 
acts of sacrilege resulted in a rebellion among the 
Jews led by Mattathias, a Jewish priest from Modein 
and a member of the influential Hasmonean fam- 
ily. After he refused to obey a command from a 
Seleucid officer to make a sacrifice to Zeus on a 
Jewish alter in Modein and another Jew stepped 
forward to do so, Mattathias and his sons killed 
both the Jew and the officer and then fled to the 
hills to organize guerrilla warfare against the 
Seleucids. Mattathias was soon killed, and his son 
Judas “the Maccabee” (probably meaning “ham- 
mer”) led the Jews into battles against the Seleucids 
with many successes. He and his brothers were 
joined by the Hasideans (hasadim, “the pious”)—a 
devoutly religious group who were probably the 
forerunners of the Essenes and the Pharisees (see 
sec. 2.1, below)—to rid the Seleucids from their 
land.® These successes became a major source of 
pride and inspiration for all subsequent generations 


A portion of the western wall of the Old City of Jerusalem near the ruins of the Hasmonean wall. 
Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 
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of Jews. In 164 B.C. the Jews were able to take over 
the temple in Jerusalem, even cleansing it and re- 
dedicating it for use in sacrifices. 


C. Jewish Independence and the 
Hasmoneans 


The Jews were aided in their battles against the 
Seleucids when Antiochus IV Epiphanes had to 
withdraw many of his forces from Palestine and 
send them to fight the Parthians in the east, leaving 
his forces divided and Lysias, his general, in charge 
of half of his troops. While Antiochus IV was in 
Persia, Judas recaptured the temple in Jerusalem in 
164, later commemorated in the Jewish festival Ha- 
nukkah, (e.g., John 10:22), After Antiochus IV died 
in Persia in 163 B.C., his successors were never able 
to mount a sustained offensive against the Jews. 
Judas, killed in battle in 160 B.C., was succeeded by 
his brother Jonathan. He led the Jewish forces in 
the attempt to oust from Palestine the remaining 
Seleucid armies from 160 to 154 B.C., and he be- 
came the high priest in 152 B.c. 

Simon (142-135 B.c.), a younger brother, who 
began his rule after Jonathan’s death, became not 
only high priest like Jonathan but also king, begin- 
ning the Hasmonean dynasty in Palestine. By 142 
B.C. Simon had forced the Seleucids from their last 
garrison in Palestine and freed the Jews from their 
heavy taxation. He later even minted his own coins 
for currency. By 142-140 B.c., all Seleucids were 
out of the land, and the Jews extended their bor- 
ders under Simon, and later John Hyrcanus I 


A bronze coin of Alexander Jannaeus (103-76 B.C.). 
Greek inscription: “Of Alexander the King”; the 
Hebrew: “Jonathan the King.” Photo © Rohr 
Productions. Used with permission. 


(135-104 B.C.), to include an even larger territory 
than that ruled earlier by Solomon. John Hyrcanus 
also invaded Idumea and forced the inhabitants of 
that territory to follow Judaism.” His successor, 
Aristobulus, who only reigned one year (103 B.C.), 
followed John Hyrcanus’s lead and ruthlessly im- 
posed circumcision on the Idumeans. From 102 to 
76 B.C., Alexander Jannaeus reigned over the 
Hasmonean dynasty and significantly increased the 
territorial boundaries. He was succeeded by his wife, 
Salome Alexandra, who ruled as queen (76-67 B.C.) 
and named her son Hyrcanus II high priest. She 
made a tentative peace with the Pharisees, who 


A small coin of John Hyrcanus I (63-40 B.C.), 
which reads, “Yohanan the High Priest and the 
Assembly of the Jews.” Photo © Rohr Productions. 
Used with permission. 


still apparently exerted significant influence, and 
ruled a warrior nation. After her death, she was 
succeeded by her son Aristobulus II, who was 
locked into a major battle with Hyrcanus II, his 
brother, to succeed his mother. Although Arist- 
obulus reigned for a time (67-63 B.C.), he was then 
imprisoned in Rome by Pompey, who had invaded 
Palestine and Syria in 63 B.C.; soon afterwards 
Hyrcanus II came to power and ruled as high 
priest, though not as king. 


D. Roman Domination of Palestine 
and Herodian Rule 


During the waning years of the Hasmonean dy- 
nasty, its power was divided because the Hasideans 
rejected the Hasmoneans’ control of the priest- 
hood. Some Hasideans (probably some of those 
who later became known as the Essenes) withdrew 
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A swimming pool located at the winter palace of Herod the Great in NT Jericho. It is the probable drowning site of 
Aristobulus, the high priest and last of the heirs to the Hasmonean dynasty 
(Josephus, Ant. 15.50-56). Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


to the desert and other places, often in isolation 
from public life; others (probably the Pharisees) 
worked within society to help reform it. The Phari- 
sees, like the Essenes, rejected the combination 
of kingship and priesthood in the same family, 
and the Hasmonean priesthood altogether.® What 
made the transition in power even more complex 
was the entry into Palestine of the Parthians 
from the east who supported the rule and high 
priesthood of Antigonus (40-37 B.C.). 

From 63 to 37 B.C. the Hasmoneans ruled Pales- 
tine with the support of Pompey. Antigonus, the 
last of the Hasmonean kings, ruled in Israel from 
40 to 37 B.C., a time of conflict, until a political re- 
alignment allowed Antipater and his famous son, 
Herod the Great, to gain power with the aid of the 
Romans. 

Antipater, who came from Idumea, was called 
upon to serve in the Hasmonean dynasty and was 
promoted to a high place of influence. Later (55-43 
B.C.), he was appointed by the Romans as procura- 


tor of Judea. His son, Herod the Great, aligned him- 
self with Rome. During the struggles for power 
when the arch-enemy of Rome, the Parthians from 
the east, supported the rule and high priesthood of 
Antigonus, Herod gained control of Judea. Through 
several politically astute moves, Herod was able to 
win the favor of Rome and came to power as king 
in 37 B.C. with the help of a decree from Rome.’ He 
took control of the territory, solidifying his king- 
dom in Palestine often in a most ruthless manner. 
The story reported about him in Matt 2:16 is cer- 
tainly in keeping with other reports about his be- 
havior. According to Josephus (see esp. Ant. 
15.14-17, 199; War 1.435-669), he murdered his fa- 
vorite wife, Mariamne (who was a Hasmonean), 
and allowed two of his sons by her, Alexander and 
Aristobulus, to be tried by the Romans and put to 
death.!° 

During his reign from 37 to 4 B.C. Herod 
built an impressive harbor in Caesarea Maritima 
that enabled him to bring spices (a very important 
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The excavation of a bathhouse at Herod's winter 
palace in Jericho (1st cent. B.C.), where Herod died 
(Ant. 17.173-199). Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


commodity in the ancient world) through his 
country and ship them out to the rest of the 
Roman world. Through this venture, and be- 
cause he also controlled the trade routes over- 
land and imposed heavy taxation on the people, 
Herod became very rich, using his monies to 
build magnificent palaces, fortresses, aqueducts, 
and especially the temple in Jerusalem, begun in 
20-19 B.c. Although still under construction, 
this temple was the pride of the Jews in the time 
of Jesus and was the structure destroyed in A.D. 
70 by Titus, the Roman general who later became 
emperor after his father Vespasian. Herod the 
Great, by far the most famous builder of the 
first century B.C., was able to build his harbor at 
Caesarea by using a method—likely borrowed 
from the Romans—of drying cement under water. 

He initiated major building enterprises in some 
twenty cities in Palestine as well as in several other 
cities in the Greco-Roman world. Josephus claims 
that Athens and other cities were recipients of 
Herod's building projects (War 1.422-425). Two in- 
scriptions found on the Athenian Acropolis, be- 
tween the Propylaea and the Erechtheum, thank 
Herod for his generosity. The first reads, “The people 
[erect this monument to] King Herod, Lover of 
Romans, because of the benefaction and good will 
[shown] by him”; the second reads, “The people 
[erect this monument to] King Herod, Devout 
and a Lover of Caesar, because of his virtue and 
benefaction.”!! Because of his consummate love 
of Roman architecture, Herod designed most of his 
buildings after their typical structural style, as in 


the temple he built for the burial of the Abrahamic 
family in Hebron, not far from ancient Machpelah. 

After Herod’s death, his kingdom was divided 
among his sons: Archelaus, a son by Malthace, 
ruled Judea from 4 B.C. to A.D. 6; Herod Antipas, 
another son by Malthace, ruled Galilee and Perea 
from 4 B.C. to A.D. 39; and Philip the Tetrarch, a 
son by Cleopatra, ruled Iturea and Trachonitis 
from 4 B.C. to A.D. 34. 

Herod Archelaus (see Matt 2:22) was deposed 
because of his many cruelties and the consequent 
rebellion by the Jews in A.D. 6. The Roman procu- 
rators then ruled Judea until Palestine was again 
briefly unified under the rulership of Herod Agrippa I, 
grandson of Herod the Great, from A.D. 41 to 44. 
Agrippa had succeeded Philip and ruled his terri- 
tory from A.D. 37 to 41. Acts 12:20-23 and Josephus 
(Ant. 19.346-350) record his sudden and tragic 
death. From A.D. 50 to around A.D. 100 Herod 
Agrippa II ruled over the same territory as his fa- 
ther, Agrippa Some 


2. THE JEWISH CONTEXT OF EARLY 
CHRISTIANITY 


A. Jewish Identity and Religious 
Beliefs 


Although Judaism of the first century, when 
Jesus lived, is sometimes confused with a single set 
of beliefs and often referred to as “normative Juda- 
ism,” the fact is that there were many competing 


A bronze coin of Herod the Great (37 B.C.). Greek 
inscription: “Of Herod the King, Year Three.” Photo 
© Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 
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orthodoxies or beliefs at that time. Among the most 
commonly known theological views of first-century 
Judaism are those of the Pharisees, the Sadducees, 
the Essenes, the Samaritans, the Zealots, and also 
the Christians. The Christians were at first a Jewish 


The remains of the pier built by Herod the Great at 
Caesarea Maritima (“by the sea”). Photo Lee M. 
McDonald. 


sect, that is, a religious group, like the Pharisees, 
within the broad Jewish religious tradition and 
claiming heir to the Scriptures and traditions of the 
Jewish people. A common characteristic among 
these various Judaisms—with perhaps the excep- 
tion of the Sadducees and the Samaritans—that 
distinguished them from later rabbinic Judaism (2d 
cent. A.D.) was a widespread apocalyptic belief that 
from God would come a messiah who would es- 
tablish the kingdom of God and bring to an end the 
repressiveness of evil rulers and the occupiers of 
the land of Israel—the Romans. This belief led to 
two revolts against Rome (A.D. 66-70 and 132-135), 
but because of their tragic failure, it all but disap- 
peared among the Jews in the second century. Still, 
in the first century, Judaism was more characerized 
by its practices than by its specific catalog of beliefs. 
It was not so much doctrinally oriented as life-ori- 
ented: what one did was more important than 
what one thought. There was a reasonable amount 
of theological toleration in the nation of Israel as 
long as Jews did what Jews were supposed to do, 
namely, respect the Sabbath, keep the religious 
holy days and purification rites, and do the things 
that demonstrated their loyalty to the covenant of 
God. Although the study of the law, temple wor- 
ship, and deeds of charity were generally recog- 
nized as the pivotal features of Judaism (see m. 


A low-level aqueduct, dating from the fourth or fifth 
century A.D., that brought water to Caesarea from 
three miles north of the city. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


?Abot 1.2, which may reflect first-century practice), 
they were known primarily for their observance 
of male circumcision, Sabbath rest, and the holy 
days. 

First-century Jews were also known for their 
strong monotheism, or faith in one God (the God of 
Israel), their belief that Israel was specially chosen, 
and their recognition of the special status of the 
Torah (the law given by God to the Jewish people), 
which was read regularly in their assemblies. 
They had little optimism, however, as there had 
been before the deportation of the Jews in 587/586 
B.C., that history was redeemable. Many had be- 
come pessimistic about the salvation of Israel as a 
whole, thinking that only a remnant would see 
that salvation, and only through future traumatic 
events when the next world of the new age would 
be introduced. As mentioned, this apocalyptic fer- 
vor is the chief feature distinguishing the Pharisaic 
tradition of the first century from the rabbinic Ju- 
daism of the second century A.D. The other Judaisms 
of the first century (Sadducees, Essenes, Zealots) 
were almost totally rejected by the surviving Juda- 
ism of the rabbinic sages, who codified the oral tra- 
ditions teaching how to keep faithfully the law of 
God in its two dimensions, oral and written. This 
rabbinic Judaism prevailed among most Jews in the 
last two-thirds of the second century A.D. The 
apocalyptically influenced Judaisms that had torn 
apart the nation and contributed to its two major 
revolts against Rome were no longer as attractive 
to those who survived the catastrophe. The Roman 
imperial system, which victimized the Jews, had 
perhaps led to this apocalyptic fervor and the 
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Bronze coins of Herod the Great (37-4 B.C.), 
depicting anchors and double cornucopias. Greek 
inscription: “Of Herod the King.” Photo © Rohr 

Productions. Used with permission. 


traumatic events that followed.!* While we have 
pointed out some characteristics that were com- 
mon among the various first-century Jewish reli- 
gious groups, very few things could be said to 


characterize all of the various Judaisms of that 
time. One must resist the unhelpful tendency to im- 
pose the more uniform thinking of later rabbinic 
Judaism back on the first century. 


B. The Hebrew Scriptures 


Although there was no final fixed canon of the 
OT, whether in Greek or Hebrew, in the time of 
Jesus, it is likely that the books now recognized as 
the OT were generally thought of then as authori- 
tative by most Jews in Palestine. Only the Saddu- 
cees held to a more conservative biblical canon, 
accepting only the five books of Moses. Many other 
books that did not later become a part of the He- 
brew Bible (or the later Protestant biblical canon of 
OT Scriptures) were also acknowledged as authori- 
tative literature both among Jews of the first cen- 
tury and among Christians (e.g., the Wisdom of 
Solomon and Sirach). Some of them became part 
of what has become known as the Apocrypha 


The Herodium with a Roman pool in the foreground. Herod the Great reportedly was buried in this cone-shaped 
fortress (Josephus, Ant. 17.196-199). It was one of three fortresses that Herod the Great built in Judea (Masada, 
Machaerus, Herodium). Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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(among Catholics, the deuterocanonical literature). 
In addition, many Jews before and during the time 
of Jesus read an even larger body of literature now 
commonly called the Pseudepigrapha. A likely ref- 
erence to the inspired status of this literature is 
found in 2 Esd 14:44—48: 


So during the forty days, ninety-four books were 
written. And when the forty days were ended, the 
Most High spoke to me, saying, “Make public the 
twenty-four books that you wrote first, and let the 
worthy and the unworthy read them; but keep the 
seventy that were written last, in order to give them 
to the wise among your people. For in them is the 
spring of understanding, the fountain of wisdom, 
and the river of knowledge.” And I did so. 


The extent to which the Pseudepigrapha also 
informed the theology of the earliest Christian com- 
munity will be discussed in chs. 13 and 14, below. 
Pious Jews of the first century A.D. read closely 
from the three major categories of Scriptures—the 
Law, the Prophets, and the Writings—though it is 
less clear whether these categories contained all 
the books they now possess and whether they read 
only these books as sacred Scripture. The three sec- 
tions of the current Hebrew Bible are often identi- 
fied by the acronym “Tanak,” which stands for 
Torah (the first five books of the Bible, the Law), 
Neviim (the Prophets, including both the Former 
Prophets and the Latter Prophets), and Ketuvim 
(the Writings, the remaining OT books, which were 
not fixed in Judaism until late in the second cen- 
tury A.D., or possibly even later). Although the 
term “Tanak” does not come from the first century 
but from later Judaism, it is a convenient designa- 
tion for what eventually became the Hebrew Scrip- 
tures of Judaism. 

Early Christianity shared with Judaism its rec- 
ognition of the divinely inspired status of the Writ- 
ings, but attached itself more to the Prophets, 
many Christians going so far as to use the term 
“Prophets” for all the Scriptures by the second cen- 
tury (see Justin, 1 Apol. 67). The Jews, on the other 
hand, often used the term “law” for all of their 
Scriptures (see John 10:34). 

The three constant reminders of the law to 
Jews of a Pharisaic bent were the zizith (fringes or 
tassels worn on the ends of garments—see Num 
15:37-41; Deut 22:19), the mezuzah (a small con- 
tainer for selected Scriptures, hung on the door- 
post—see Deut 6:9; 11:20), and the tefillin, or phy- 
lacteries (prayer straps containing passages of 


The temple in Hebron built by Herod the Great and 
believed to be the burial place of Abraham. The 
temple walls resemble walls in the Jerusalem temple 
except for the top few feet, which were added when 
the site came under Moslem control. Photo Lee M. 
McDonald. 


Scriptures, worn on one’s arm and head—see Exod 
13:9, 16; also Matt 23:5), These were designed to re- 
call to the Jews their loyalty to God and the law of 
God. 

Since many Jews thought that the destruction 
of the holy city Jerusalem and their deportation to 
Babylon in 587/586 B.C. were due to their failure to 
keep the law of Moses, they dedicated themselves to 
the preservation and study of the law (see 2 Bar. 
85:3) after the end of their captivity. They also in- 
stituted a special class of interpreters of the law 
called the soferim, or scribes. They taught that the 
law consisted of instructions or teachings and that 
the primary meaning of the Torah had to be fol- 


A bronze coin of Sepphoris (Diocaesarea), struck 
under Trajan (A.D. 98-117) and depicting a palm 
tree. Greek inscription: “Of People of Sepphoris.” 
Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 
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lowed at all costs. At first this absolute scriptural 
observance applied only to the five books of Moses, 
but eventually for most Jews, including the Phari- 
sees and those of the later rabbinic tradition, it was 
expanded to include the Prophets and the Writings. 
During the influence of the Pharisaic schools of the 
first century A.D., which preceded the rabbinic tra- 
dition, there emerged also oral traditions that fo- 
cused on the religious prescriptions and proscrip- 
tions believed essential to the religious observances 
of the Jews (see Jesus’ reference to this in Mark 
7:5-13). These oral traditions came to be codified in 
the Mishnah under the leadership of Rabbi Judah 
ha-Nasi (“the Prince”) (fl. c. A.D. 200-215). Later 
these traditions also became a part of the Jewish 
sacred tradition, along with the literature that in- 
terpreted it—the Tosefta, the two Talmudim, and 
the Jewish interpretations of the Scriptures called 
midrashim (e.g., Genesis Rabbah and Leviticus 
Rabbah). In the Hebrew Scriptures themselves the 
scribes found some 613 commandments (365 nega- 
tive and 248 positive) (see Mekilta 67a). It was be- 
lieved that the law applied to all of life and that if 
one had any difficulty making an appropriate ap- 
plication, then one needed to “turn it and turn it 
again for everything is in it” (m. ?Abot 5:22). 


C. The Rabbinic Tradition and Litera- 
ture of Ancient Judaism 


The primary schools of biblical interpretation 
flourishing in the time of Jesus were those of Hillel 
and Shammai (ca. 30 B.C.-A.D. 10). The latter was 
more popular in Israel in the years before the de- 
struction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70, but Hillel’s interpre- 
tation later prevailed and became foundational for 
the surviving Judaism of the late first and second cen- 
turies. Many of the teachings of Hillel were passed on 
to his best known pupil in the first century AD., 
Rabbi Gamaliel, the teacher of the Apostle Paul (Acts 
22:3). It was said, in a Jewish form of hyperbole in- 
tended to praise a prominent teacher of the law, that 
when Gamaaliel died, “the glory of the law ceased and 
purity and abstinence died in Israel” (m. Sota 9:15). 
After the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple, 
Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai reorganized Judaism. He 
had to deal with the problem of how Judaism, which 
had been so directly tied to the temple cultus with its 
many sacrifices, could survive without its very im- 
portant sacrificial system. He was instrumental in the 


reorganization of Israel’s religious life through the rab- 
binic academy that is reported to have met at Jamnia 
(Jabneh) ca. A.D. 90. After him Rabbis Eliezer and 
Gamaliel II became prominent, but the latter had a 
less tolerant attitude toward the Christian commu- 
nity than his grandfather had (Acts 5:34—42). 
Gamaliel II reportedly introduced the twelfth of the 
Eighteen Benedictions (Shemoneh-Esreh), which were 
repeated by pious Jews three times daily, in the morn- 
ing, at noon, and in the evening, and were an essen- 
tial part of the daily synagogue service. The twelfth 
benediction was a curse on heretics, which undoubt- 
edly included Christians: “For apostates let there be 
no hope, and the dominion of arrogance [Rome] do 
Thou speedily root out in our days; and let the 
Nazarenes [Christians] and the heretics perish as in a 
moment, let them be blotted out of the book of the 
living and let them not be written with the righteous. 
Blessed art Thou, O Lord, who humblest the arro- 
gant!” This is also called a Birkath ha-Minim, a 
malediction for the heretics. 

Rabbi Akiba, the leading rabbinic figure from 
A.D. 120 to 140, recognized and supported the claims 
of Simeon bar Koziba (also known as Simeon bar 
Kokhba) to be the King Messiah. Bar Koziba led an 
uprising against Rome in A.D. 132-135, seeking to 
make the Jewish state independent from Roman 
rule. The Jews had initial success against Rome 
and for a while minted their own coins, but their 
attempts were ultimately futile, ending in an over- 
whelming defeat of the Jews and the death of Bar 
Koziba. After their defeat the Roman emperor 
Hadrian (A.D. 135) excluded the Jews from Jerusalem 


The reading of the Talmud, the wisdom teaching of 
rabbinic Judaism that many believe put a wall of 
safety around the Jews. Photo © Rohr Productions. 
Used with permission. 
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and renamed the city Aeolia Capitolina. Because of 
this massive defeat and punishment, the Jews 
called Bar Koziba a liar who had committed sins 
worthy of death. He was then called Bar Kozeba 
(“lie”), a play on words that referred to his deceit 
and the deception of the people (see Mishneh Torah, 
Melakhim 11.3). 

After the death of Rabbi Akiba, Rabbi Meir 
(ca. A.D. 140) began the process of codifying the 
oral traditions, which served as a “hedge” around 
the law and guarded its proper implementation 
in the lives of the Jews in Palestine. The codifica- 
tion, which was completed under the direction of 
Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi the Patriarch (“the Prince”) 
in the early third century, was called the Mish- 
nah. It was essentially a codification of the halakah 
(from the Heb. halak, “walk”)—legal traditions 
that focused on how to conduct oneself, or walk, 
according to the law. The Mishnah emphasized 
the legal aspects of keeping the law, and eventu- 
ally it became the second canon of the Jews. Al- 
most from the time of its codification, it was 
believed to be so important that whole traditions 
of interpreting it began to develop. When a rabbi 
commented on the meaning of the Mishnah, his 
commentary was called Gemara (from the Heb. 
gemar, “complete”). The Mishnah and its Gemara 
were combined to form the Talmud. There were 
two basic Talmuds produced by the Jews, each 
including portions in both Aramaic and Hebrew: 
the Jerusalem (Yerushalmi; also called the Pales- 
tinian) Talmud and the Babylonian (Bavli or Babli) 
Talmud.” The Jerusalem Talmud is our primary 
source about Palestinian Judaism in late antiq- 
uity. The Babylonian Talmud, covering almost 
6,000 folio pages, is much more extensive and 
conservative than the Jerusalem. About one-third 
of it contains halakah (legal prescriptions for obey- 
ing the law); two-thirds of it is haggadah (short 
stories and anecdotes). Although the Babylonian 
Talmud comments on only thirty-six and a half 
of the tractates in the Mishnah and the Jerusalem 
on thirty-nine, the former is almost four times as 
long as the latter. To these documents was added 
the Tosefta (“Supplement”)—a collection of inter- 
pretations contemporary with the Mishnah but 
excluded from it. Together the Mishnah and the 
Tosefta formed the core of the second sacred canon of 
later Judaism. Other traditions, dating from the 
second century A.D. (the earliest period of rab- 


binic Judaism is known as the Tannaitic period— 
roughly the first and second centuries A.D.) and 
possibly earlier but not included in the Mishnah, 
are sometimes called baraita (“external,” “outside”; 
pl. baraitoth). The baraitoth did not have sufficient 
status among the people to be included in the 
Mishnah, and it is questionable whether they ob- 
tained that authoritative status later during the 
period of the Amoraim (rabbinic sages from the 
third to sixth centuries A.D.), but a baraita does 
come from an early period and may have repre- 
sented the beliefs of some Jews of this early period. 

We may wonder why this literature, which 
was largely produced well after the time of Jesus 
and the origins of early Christianity, has any signif- 
icance for understanding early Christianity and its 
sacred Scriptures. The answer is that the Mishnah 
is the codification of the oral traditions that in some 
cases may have been contemporary with Jesus or 
even have originated from a time before his minis- 
try. The Mishnah provides, in several instances, 
background material for understanding Jesus’ 
teachings. For example, the tractate Shabbath in 
the second division focuses on the observance of 
the Sabbath, and Nedarim (“Vows”) in the third di- 
vision and Shebuoth (“Oaths”) in the fourth division 
offer a context for understanding Jesus’ teaching 
on oaths (Matt 5:33-37). There are other parallels 
that provide background to Jesus’ teaching on 
marriage and divorce (Mark 10:2-11; Matt 19:3-12) 
and on the two greatest commandments, on 
which all of the law hangs (Mark 12:28-34; Matt 
22:34-40). To be sure, one needs to be cautious in 


A sign at Sepphoris with words from the Babylonian 
Talmud telling of the journey of the Sanhedrin after 
the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. Photo Lee 

M. McDonald. 
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the use of the Mishnah. Some of it probably dates 
back to or before the time of Jesus, but much does 
not. It is a temptation among scholars of early 
Christianity to project second- and third-century 
rabbinic traditions back on the first century, but 
such traditions may well have emerged for the first 
time after the traumatic events surrounding the de- 
struction of Jerusalem and its temple cultus (A.D. 
66-70) or after the Bar Kokhba rebellion in A.D. 
132-135. 

Just as the Christians needed another testa- 
ment to complete the sense of their OT, so the ad- 
herents of Judaism in the second century believed 
that they needed the Mishnah and its interpreta- 
tions to complete the understanding of the Hebrew 
Scriptures for them and explain its relevance for 
everyday life. 

The Mishnah was written in Hebrew and has 
six divisions (sedarim), which are made up of sixty- 
three tractates.!® It is concerned with holy life lived 
in the context of Palestine, not with life in the Dias- 
pora. The divisions are as follows: 


FIRST DIVISION, ZERAIM (“SEEDS”) 
Berakoth (“Benedictions”) 
Peah (“Gleanings”) 

Demai (“Produce not certainly tithed”) 
Kilaim (“Diverse Kinds”) 

Shebiith (“The Seventh Year”) 
Terumoth (“Heave-Offerings”) 
Maaseroth (“Tithes”) 

Maaser Sheni (“Second Tithe”) 

Hallah (“Dough-offering”) 

Orlah (“Fruit of Young Trees”) 
Bikkurim (“First-fruits”) 


SECOND DIVISION, MoeD (“SET FEASTS”) 
Shabbath (“The Sabbath”) 
Erubin (“The Fusion of Sabbath Limits”) 
Pesahim (“Feast of Passover”) 
Shekalim (“The Shekel Dues”) 
Yoma (“The Day of Atonement”) 
Sukkah (“The Feast of Tabernacles”) 
Yom Tob or Betzah (“Festival-days”) 
Rosh ha-Shanah (“Feast of the New Year”) 
Taanith (“Days of Fasting”) 
Megillah (“The Scroll of Esther”) 
Moed Katan (“Mid-Festival Days”) 
Hagigah (“The Festal Offering”) 


THIRD DIVISION, NASHIM (“WOMEN”) 


Yebamoth (“Sisters-in-law”) 
Ketuboth (“Marriage Deeds”) 
Nedarim (“Vows”) 

Nazir (“The Nazarite Vow”) 

Sotah (“The Suspected Adulteress”) 
Gittin (“Bills of Divorce”) 
Kiddushin (“Betrothels”) 


FOURTH DIVISION, NEZIKIN (“DAMAGES”) 


Baba Kamma (“The First Gate”) 
Baba Metzia (“The Middle Gate”) 
Baba Bathra (“The Last Gate”) 
Sanhedrin (“The Sanhedrin”) 
Makkoth (“Stripes”) 

Shebuoth (“Oaths”) 

Eduyoth (“Testimonies”) 
Abodah Zarah (“Idolatry”) 
Aboth (“The Fathers”) 

Horayoth (“Instructions”) 


FIFTH DIVISION, KODASHIM (“HALLOWED THINGS”) 


Zebahim (“Animal-offerings”) 
Menahoth (“Meal-offerings”) 
Hullin (“Animals killed for food”) 
Bekhoroth (‘“Firstlings”) 

Arakhin (“Vows of Valuation”) 
Temurah (“The Substituted Offering”) 
Kerithoth (“Extirpation”) 

Meilah (“Sacrilege”) 

Tamid (“Daily Whole-offering”) 
Middoth (“Measurements”) 
Kinnim (“The Bird-offerings”) 


SIXTH DIVISION, TOHOROTH (“CLEANLINESS”) 


Kelim (“Vessels”) 

Oholoth (“Tents”) 

Negaim (“Leprosy-signs”) 

Parah (“Red Heifer”) 

Tohoroth (“Cleanliness”) 
Mikwaoth (“Immersion-pools”) 
Niddah (“The Menstruant”) 
Makshirin (“The Predisposers”) 
Zabim (“They that suffer a flux”) 


Tebul Yom (“He that immersed himself that 


day”) 
Yadaim (“Hands”) 
Uktzin (“Stalks”) 
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D. The Home 


The importance of the home was recognized 
by the Jews and their Greco-Roman neighbors, 
although for different reasons. The Greco-Roman 
household was considered a very important so- 
cial and economic institution. Although the eco- 
nomic dimension of the Jewish household was also 
important, this was not considered its major func- 
tion. Owing to the command in Deut 6:7—10, the 
Jews recognized the home as a major place for reli- 
gious instruction. This passage, popularly known 
among the Jews as the Shema (the term is taken 
from the first Hebrew word of the passage, “Hear, O 
Israel . . .”), was cited often among the Jews as a 
call to remember who they were and what God re- 
quired of them: to keep his commands not only in 
social contacts and at work but also in the home. 
In conjunction with important religious instruc- 
tion, the home was also the place for fulfillment 
of certain religious rituals, such as circumcision 
and the observance of the Passover meal, in which 
the Jews celebrated their freedom from bondage in 
Egypt. In a real sense, the faith of Israel was tied to 
what happened at home. Their religious faith was 
observed not only in the temple but also in the 
home. 


E. The Temple 


The temple that was visited by Jesus was begun 
by Herod the Great (20-19 B.C.) but was not yet 
completed during the time of Jesus’ ministry John 
2:20). It was the pride of Israel and, as Stephen saw 
in Acts 7, the Jews did not tolerate criticism of it. 
Many Jews living in Palestine in the time of Jesus 
believed strongly in the need for the sacrificial sys- 
tem, in which the blood of animals was taken into 
the temple as an offering to God for the forgiveness 
of sins as well as for thanksgiving. This practice 
was believed to be in keeping with the admonitions 
of Deut 12:5-14. The temple was clergy-oriented in 
that the priests alone could offer to God the sacri- 
fices of the people in the temple. All Jews living 
within twenty miles of the temple were expected to 
come there at least three times a year. Many of the 
more affluent Jews visited it from great distances 
(see, e.g., Acts 2:5-11; 8:27—28). 

The temple and the chief priests constituted not 
only the religious center of Palestinian Judaism but 


also its political and symbolic center. The three 
events that all Jewish males in Palestine were ex- 
pected to attend at the temple in Jerusalem were 
the celebration of Passover, the Festival of Weeks, 
and the Festival of Booths. Public prayers and ser- 
vices in the temple required the functioning of both 
priests and Levites—a lower class of priest involved 
in temple worship. The sacrifices performed in the 
temple demonstrated the faith of the participants, 
affirmation of their covenant with God, and their 
thanksgiving to God. 

The temple also had a military significance. 
The temple that Herod built, like those of Solo- 
mon and Zerubbabel, was also a strong military 
fortification—indeed the strongest military forti- 
fication in Jerusalem. The Romans had troops sta- 
tioned next to it in the Antonia Fortress (which 
Herod the Great built to honor Mark Antony) in 
order to keep order and to neutralize the temple’s 
military potential. Within the temple area, the 
administrative, legislative, economic, and judicial 
authorities of Judea also met and decided matters 
related to the total life of the people. It was not only 
the place for the collection of tithes but also the 
center for tax collection of all Judea and for teach- 
ing related to the law and traditions of Judaism. 
The temple was the center for the administration 
of justice in the land. Jerusalem and the temple 
“bore the burden and potential of Israel’s history 
and tradition. . . . The symbolic center and apoca- 
lyptic hopes, the stability of the social order and 
revolutionary potential of the people freed from 
Egypt long ago all rested on Jerusalem and in the 
Temple.”!? 


F. The Synagogue 


The origins of the synagogue are obscure. Al- 
though it is believed by many scholars to have de- 
veloped in Babylon during the time of the Jewish 
captivity (ca. 586-532 B.C.), its origins (as noted 
above) were probably during the time of the 
Hasmoneans in the second century B.C.” The syn- 
agogue (Gk. ovvaywyn, synagogé, “assembly”) was 
a lay-oriented movement comprising at least ten 
Jewish men (women and children were welcome to 
attend, but were not allowed to sit in the same lo- 
cation as the men). Some scholars believe that one 
of the earlier designations for the synagogue was 
TpocEevyxn (proseuché, [“house of] prayer”), a term 
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also employed by Jews in Egypt.7) Other scholars, 
however, make a distinction between the function 
of the “house of prayer” and the synagogue (cf. 
Acts 16:13, where it is unclear whether the “place 
of prayer” is a synagogue; in Mark 11:17 Jesus said 
that the temple was a “house of prayer”). The ser- 
vice carried on in the synagogue included primar- 
ily the offering of prayers, the reading of Scriptures, 
the exposition of the Scriptures if someone present 
was capable of teaching them (see Luke 4:16—22), 
and the singing of hymns. The synagogue was also 
the place of organized charity and hospitality, as 
well as a place of instruction, in which one would 
receive education in the Scriptures and in their ap- 
plicability to life. In the time of Jesus there were 
synagogues all over the Roman Empire including 
the east. This institution was especially mean- 
ingful to the many hundreds of thousands of 
Jews who were unable to get to Jerusalem to visit 
the temple. The synagogue was also quite popu- 
lar in Palestine itself. On the basis of documentary 
evidence (archaeological evidence is very scarce), 
it is thought that Jerusalem alone had more than 
sixty synagogues in the first century A.D., though 
it is not clear how many of these had buildings spe- 
cifically set aside only for that purpose. So far, less 
than a handful of synagogues dating to the first 
century A.D. have been found by archaeologists 
in Israel. Two of these are quite small (at the 
Herodium and at Masada), able to seat comfortably 
only about fifty at most. This may be typical of 
the others. A greater number of synagogues, such 
as the large one at Capernaum and the one at 
Sardis, date to the second and third centuries 
AD.” Although there were many synagogues in 
the Diaspora, most of those in Palestine in the first 
century apparently were in public buildings that 
functioned as the center of civic life; in some cases, 
they were the homes of the wealthiest persons in 
the area. 

After the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 
the synagogue became the primary place of Jewish 
worship even in Palestine. In the book of Acts it is 
apparent that the early Christian church in Jerusa- 
lem was organized after the typical pattern of the 
synagogue, with a body of elders and overseers. 
Early Christian worship also followed the basic pat- 
tern of worship in the synagogue, and some Christians 
may have used the term “synagogue” for their 
gathering. James 2:2 uses ovvaywyt\ (synagogé) for 


a Christian gathering, and Lucian (Peregr. 11) calls 
the Christian assembly a synagogue when he uses 
the term Evvaywyevs (xynagdgeus). 


G. Conversion to Judaism 


Judaism apparently was appealing to many in 
the Greco-Roman world, especially because of its 
strong focus on monotheism, its high ethical stan- 
dards, its nonsacrificial worship (apart from the 
temple), its possession of an ancient and inspired 
written revelation of the will of God, and the social 
cohesiveness of the Jewish community. That it had 
such appeal is somewhat surprising, since first-cen- 
tury Judaism, while welcoming proselytes, appar- 
ently did not have what might be considered an 
aggressive “missionary” effort in the Greco-Roman 
world.”? It is fair to say that there were probably 
more people attracted to Judaism than actually 
converted. To convert to Judaism was to join the 
Jewish community. More specifically, it meant cir- 
cumcision for the males, baptism with several wit- 
nesses, acceptance of the Jewish law, and, before 
A.D. 70, the making of an offering in the temple. 
Because of the general disgust among first-century 
Gentiles with the practice .of circumcision (it was 
considered bodily mutilation), most converts to Ju- 
daism were women and children. Those who ac- 
cepted the basic tenets of Judaism but rejected the 
practice of circumcision were apparently known as 
“Godfearers”?* and were generally treated well by 
the Jews. Many Jews, however, were not in favor of 
Gentile converts and rejected them as part of the 
social life of the Jewish community. Priests could 
not marry a Gentile convert and, of the two major 
schools of interpretation, Shammai and Hillel, only 
Hillel had a positive attitude toward Gentile con- 
verts. Those Gentiles who practiced the seven 
“Noachic commandments” were believed by the 
Jews to have a share in the life to come. Conver- 
sions to Judaism among Gentiles is well attested 
not only in Jewish literature but also in the NT (see 
Matt 23:15) and in non-Jewish and Christian litera- 
ture (see the discussion on the attractiveness of Ju- 
daism in ch. 7, below). 


H. Apocalypses and Messiahs 


From the mid-second century B.C., many social- 
reform movements arose in Palestine in response to 
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persecutions, and later to the Roman occupation 
(43 B.C.) and heavy taxation. Beginning with Sel- 
eucid rule of Palestine in the second century B.C. 
and continuing throughout Roman domination, 
especially after the destruction of Jerusalem and 
the outbreaks of persecution of the Christians, 
there were many movements offering hope to those 
people who were faithful to God. One kind of litera- 
ture coming out of this period was the apocalypse 
(lit., “revelation”). Some Greco-Roman literature 
had apocalyptic elements, but the genre was essen- 
tially an intertestamental Jewish literary form. 
Usually the author reported a vision from God, in- 
terpreted to a famous figure of the past by an angel, 
which told of God’s overcoming the evil within the 
land and of political and social reform in which the 
righteous would prevail over their wicked oppres- 
sors (e.g., 1 Enoch; 2 Baruch). These apocalypses en- 
couraged the faithful in their obedience to God and 
God’s covenant. The language is often heavily sym- 
bolic—perhaps to help the writer avoid persecu- 
tion—and designed to encourage the faithful to 
have confidence in God’s power and justice. 

Some scholars today deny that this stream of 
religious piety also influenced Jesus and was in- 
corporated by him in his message to the people of 
his day (see Mark 13). It was certainly a factor, 
however, in the eschatological beliefs of many of 
Jesus’ followers (see 1 Thess 4:13-5:11; 2 Tim 
3:1-9; 2 Peter 2-3)76 and also the belief of John 
the Baptist before him (all four canonical Gospels 
indicate that John was preparing his hearers for 
the imminent coming of the kingdom of God). Je- 
sus’ ministry began in the context of John’s min- 
istry, and John had a significant influence on 
Jesus’ preaching (Mark 1:9, 14-15). The book of 
Revelation, which makes use of the imagery of 
Daniel among other works, has many examples 
of apocalyptic visionary language. All of the Gos- 
pels also place some of this language on the lips 
of Jesus (Mark 13; Matt 24; Luke 21; John 5:25-28). 
Through the mid—second century, this literature 
played a significant role in other segments of Ju- 
daism in Palestine. The apocalyptic writings 
were normally anonymous revelations of hidden 
knowledge concerning the end of history. In the 
OT, examples appear in Daniel, Zech 1-8, Ezekiel, 
and Isa 24-27. Ferguson observes that although 
there was no “manual of style” for apocalypses, 
most followed one of three basic forms: a farewell 


discourse, a predictive discourse, or an account 
of a vision.”” Often the message is pessimistic 
about history and sees that the only hope for the 
faithful is an intervention of God in human af- 
fairs at the end of the age. All history is moving 
toward a climax expected to be imminent, and 
hope for the righteous is only in God and in the 
beyond, that is, after God has intervened in 
history. 

Just as apocalyptic literature developed, so did 
the understanding of “messiah” (Heb. meshiach, lit., 
“anointed,” “one who is anointed”).78 In the OT, 
kings and high priests were anointed as they began 
office (e.g., David in 1 Sam 16:12-13). When the 
Davidic kingdom had ceased, the term took on new 
meaning and increasingly began to refer to the one 
who would restore the kingdom to Israel (2 Sam 
7:10-17). Even Cyrus the Persian king, who was in- 
strumental in the return of the Jews to Palestine, is 
called a “messiah” (Isa 45:1). Although the mem- 
bers of the Qumran community used the term in 
reference to the one who would restore the Davidic 
kingdom, they also spoke of a priestly “messiah of 
Aaron.”2? In the first century A.D., for the Chris- 
tians and most of Pharisaic Judaism, the Messiah 
was a Davidic messiah who would restore the king- 
dom to Israel. 

In the period from around the birth of Jesus to 
the early second century A.D., messianic claimants 
included (1) Judas, son of the bandit leader Heze- 
kiah in Galilee (4 B.C.); (2) Simon, a Herodian slave 
living in Perea (4 B.C.); (3) Athronges, a shepherd 
living in Judea (4 B.C.); (4) Menahem, an inhabit- 
ant of Galilee and grandson of Judas the Galilean 
(A.D. 66); (5) Simon, son of Gioras (A.D. 68-70); and 
(6) Simeon bar Kokhba, also known as Simeon bar 
Koziba, who (as noted above) led a revolt against 
the Roman occupation of Palestine in A.D. 132-135,° 
Like others before him, Jesus was recognized by 
some as a messiah when he began his ministry in 
the region of Galilee (see ch. 5, sec. 2, below). This 
was a region that had been conquered by the 
Romans and was sternly ruled by a Jewish aristoc- 
racy answerable to Rome, a region that suffered 
heavy taxation with no avenue of appeal for the 
people and with no possibility of control over their 
land or destiny. Jesus’ call for renewal of society 
and the reversal of social order made him very pop- 
ular, especially in this region, but, at the same 
time, a very real threat to those who tried to keep 
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the residents of Galilee in their hopeless condition. 
Since 90 percent of the population was involved 
with farming and since taxes on the farm ranged 
from 30 to 70 percent of the produce, it is easy to 
understand the process by which many farmers 
lost their farms and became tenant farmers or daily 
workers going to the marketplace in the hope of 
finding work for the day (Matt 20:1-16). Apocalyp- 
tic and messianic views were understandably popu- 
lar in the first century, especially in those areas of 
Palestine most oppressed.*! 


I, Primary Jewish Religious Sects 


Apart from a general belief in Yahweh as the 
one true God who would send a messiah to estab- 
lish his kingdom, as well as the recognition of the 
authority of the law of Moses for all Jews, there was 
little else upon which all the Jews of the first cen- 
tury A.D, agreed. Along with the priesthood, which 
was responsible for the oversight of the temple and 
the sacrificial system, there were several religious 
sects in Israel claiming to have a true understanding 
of the law of God and to be the proper interpreters 
of the way and the will of God. These included es- 
pecially the Sadducees, the Pharisees, the Scribes, 
and the Essenes.** The same could be said of the 
Zealots, but they were more a group of political in- 
surrectionists, motivated by religious beliefs, whose 
primary aim was to free the Jews from their bond- 
age to the Romans under the yoke of heavy taxa- 
tion. Our primary source for this taxonomy is 
Josephus (Ant. 18.11-25; War 2.119-166), but his 
work must always be used with care (see ch. 13, 
sec. 3, below). 


1. The Sadducees 


Essentially a wealthy priestly group, the Saddu- 
cees were made up mostly of aristocratic families. 
They were especially responsible for public order 
and cooperated with the Romans in order to insure 
that the Jewish sacrifices would not be interrupted. 
They have a poor reputation in the NT as well as in 
much other ancient Jewish literature, especially 
that of rabbinic Judaism. After the destruction of 
Jerusalem and its temple in A.D. 66-70, the Saddu- 
cees did not survive long in the religious life of Is- 
rael. The little that remains about them suggests 
the following. 


A bronze coin struck by Bar Kokhba in A.D. 134-135 
and depicting a vine leaf and a tree. Hebrew 
inscriptions: “To the Freedom of Jerusalem” and, on 
the opposite side around the palm tree, “Simon.” 
Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


a. Their Name. Although “Sadducee” is known 
in the Greek oaddovkatos (saddoukaios), Hebrew 
sedugi, and Aramaic (through the Syriac zadduqaya), 
the origins of those who were called Sadducees in 
the NT are unknown. This is partly because at pres- 
ent there is no surviving literature from them— 
with the possible exception of Ecclesiastes, accord- 
ing to some recent scholarly opinion. Three expla- 
nations are proffered for their origin. First, it is 
possible, but unlikely, that their name is a deriva- 
tive of the OT person Zadok (from the line of 
Aaron), whose sons were recognized to be the legit- 
imate priests of Israel (Ezek 40:46). Both Ezra 
(Ezra 7:2) and the high priests of the postexilic and 


A silver tetradrachm struck by Bar Kokhba in Judea 
in A.D. 135 and depicting the facade of the Jerusalem 
temple with four kinds of tabernacles. Inscriptions: 
“Simon” around tabernacles and, on the opposite 
side, “To the freedom of Jerusalem.” Photo © Rohr 
Productions. Used with permission. 
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pre-Maccabean period (1 Chron 24:3; Hag 1:1; Sir 
51:12) founded their reigns as priests after the order 
of Zadok. There is nothing in the sources to support 
this derivation, however, and there is sufficient 
reason to reject it because the Sadducees them- 
selves reportedly supported the non-Zadokite priest- 
hood of Annas (Acts 4:1; 5:17). Only the Essenes 
claimed to be the spiritual sons of Zadok (1QS V, 2; 
CD IV, 4ff.). Second, it is possible that the Sadducees’ 
name is derived from the Hebrew term saddig 
(“righteous”), but since many religious groups 
used that designation of themselves, it is difficult to 
substantiate this explanation. Third, and most 
likely, the name Sadducee came from the term 
saddugim, which is a Hebraization of the Greek 
word ovvd.kxor (syndikoi), meaning “members of 
the council.” This is more in keeping with the role 
assigned to the Sadducees in the NT. Still, no strong 
case can be made for any of these options. 


b. Their Beliefs and Scriptures. Religiously, the 
Sadducees were both conservative and traditional. 
They cooperated with the Romans for pragmatic 
reasons because by doing so they were allowed to 
keep the sacrificial system going in Israel; but 
they, like most other Jews, despised the Romans 
for occupying their homeland. Not much is known 
about their religious beliefs, but the traditional 
view is that they only recognized the law of 
Moses as authoritative Scripture, that is, the Pen- 
tateuch or the Torah. Since a belief in the resurrec- 
tion from the dead is not clearly supported in the 
Torah, the Sadducees rejected this popular belief, 
as well as the messianic beliefs of many Jews in the 
first century A.D. The debate between the Pharisees 
and the Sadducees when Paul was arrested in the 
temple area (Acts 23:6-10) is understandable in 
this light. 

Was the biblical canon of the Sadducees really 
different from that of other forms of Judaism? A 
number of scholars have recently argued that there 
was no essential difference between the Sadducees 
and the Pharisees and even the Essenes in this re- 
gard. F. F. Bruce, for example, disagrees with the 
traditional view, claiming that the notion of a more 
limited Sadducee biblical canon comes from a com- 
mon misunderstanding of Josephus’s references to 
the Sadducees, in which he claims that they “admit 
no observance at all apart from the laws” (Ant. 
18.16). This has usually been taken to mean that 
only the law of Moses was sacred to the Sadducees 


and that they excluded all other authoritative 
writings accepted by the Pharisees. Bruce claims 
instead that the passage in Josephus was in fact 
only a reference to their rejection of the oral tradi- 
tions of the Jews, not the Prophets and the Writ- 
ings.* The full text in Josephus reads: 


The Sadducees hold that the soul perishes along with 
the body. They own no observance of any sort apart 
from the laws; in fact, they reckon it a virtue to dis- 
pute with the teachers of the path of wisdom that 
they pursue. There are but few men to whom this 
doctrine has been made known, but these are practi- 
cally nothing, however. For whenever they assume 
some office, though they submit unwillingly and per- 
force, yet submit they do to the formulas of the Phar- 
isees, since otherwise the masses would not tolerate 
them. (Josephus, Ant. 18.16-17 [Feldman, LCL]) 


Bruce also cites another passage that, he claims, 
makes clear that Josephus intended in the above 
text only the oral traditions of the Pharisees and 
not the Prophets and the Writings: 


For the present I wish merely to explain that the 
Pharisees had passed on to the people certain regula- 
tions handed down by former generations and not 
recorded in the Laws of Moses, for which reasons 
they are rejected by the Sadducaean group, who hold 
that only those regulations should be considered 
valid which were written down (in Scripture) and 
that those which had been handed down by former 
generations need not be observed. (Josephus, Ant. 
13.297 [Marcus, LCL]) 


Based on this text alone, however, the Saddu- 
cees could have rejected the Prophets, the Writ- 
ings, and the oral traditions of the Jews. This seems 
to be a more reasonable conclusion, especially in 
light of the fact that their rejection of belief in the 
resurrection is well established and it would be dif- 
ficult to maintain that such books as Isaiah, Ezekiel, 
and Daniel are a part of the Sadducees’ canon 
when they speak against the notion of resurrection 
from the dead. (See, e.g., Isa 26:19, Ezek 37:4-14, 
and Dan 12:2.)*4 

What is more important in deciding the matter 
is Jesus’ argument against the Sadducees’ denial of 
the resurrection in Matt 22:23-33 (see also Mark 
12:18-27). It is not based on those books (Isaiah, 
Ezekiel, and Daniel) that have been thought clear- 
est on the subject, as would be expected if the Sad- 
ducees accepted them as Scripture. He appeals in- 
stead to the law of Moses (Exod 3:6). This also fits 
best with the obvious implications of the passage in 
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Acts 23:6-10, that the Sadducees rejected the no- 
tion of the resurrection from the dead: 


When Paul noticed that some were Sadducees and 
others were Pharisees, he called out in the council, 
“Brothers, I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees. I am 
on trial concerning the hope of the resurrection of 
the dead.” When he said this, a dissension began be- 
tween the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the as- 
sembly was divided. (The Sadducees say that there is 
no resurrection, or angel, or spirit; but the Pharisees 
acknowledge all three.) Then a great clamor arose, 
and certain scribes of the Pharisees’ group stood up 
and contended, “We find nothing wrong with this 
man. What if a spirit or an angel has spoken to 
him?” When the dissension became violent, the tri- 
bune, fearing that they would tear Paul to pieces, or- 
dered the soldiers to go down, take him by force, and 
bring him into the barracks. 


For some time scholars argued that Ecclesiastes 
was a Sadducee book, and that may well be, but 
there is no other surviving material from them 
to suggest what their view of the biblical canon 
was. Josephus, the comments from Jesus in Matt 
22:23-33, and the passage in Acts 23:6-10 are still 
the most important sources for deciding the issue. 
Supporting this conclusion are Origen (Cels. 1.49) 
and Jerome (Comm. Matt. 22:31ff.), both of whom 
agree that the Sadducees accepted only the law of 
Moses as Scripture. They may have depended on 
Josephus for their information, as Bruce claims,*° 
though this is not certain. But both writers also 
had independent access to informed Jews in their 
own communities.*° 


c. Their Position in Israel. From A.D. 6, when 
Judea became a Roman province, until A.D. 66, 
when the Zealots seized power in Jerusalem, the 
high priests were regularly selected from among 
wealthy Sadducean families. These families domi- 
nated the Sanhedrin (“body of elders”), which was 
the city council, or gerousia, of Jerusalem in the 
time of Jesus. (See Matt 21:45; John 7:32; Mark 
14:53; Luke 22:2; Acts 4:5, 23; 22:30 for references 
to their activities.) 


d. Christianity and the Sadducees. There is no 
evidence that the Christian message ever had 
much effect upon the Sadducees. They were very 
active in opposing the Christian message and in 
persecuting the Christians, as the above references 
show. The intensity of their persecution may also 
have stemmed from the fact that if Christianity had 
been adopted, there would have begun a signifi- 


cant new social reform that would have called into 
question their prestige and power, no doubt creat- 
ing social unrest. An examination of the Beatitudes 
in Matt 5:3-12, with its transposition of social val- 
ues, indicates this. Also, Christianity could not be 
separated from its strong belief in the resurrection 
from the dead (1 Cor 15:12-22), which was soundly 
rejected by the Sadducees. 


2. The Pharisees 


In the NT the Pharisees, like the Sadducees, are 
typically represented unfavorably. Seeing them de- 
picted as the wicked antagonists of Jesus and as 
strongly legalistic in their orientation, most Chris- 
tians have had very little good to say about them. 
In Matthew, for instance, they are seen as arro- 
gant, treacherous, and fundamentally hypocritical. 
For example, John the Baptist makes scathing com- 
ments about the Pharisees in Matt 3:7 (“you brood 
of vipers”), and Jesus describes them in Matt 23:27 
as “whitewashed tombs.” Paul does not condemn 
them as such and even claims to have been a Phar- 
isee (Phil 3:5), but the Gospels generally present a 
negative picture of them. 

A cautionary note should be added here that 
the Pharisees contemporary with Matthew, who 
may have written his Gospel as late as ca. A.D. 
80-85, may not have been the same as those who 
lived during Jesus’ lifetime. Matthew’s Gospel was 
probably written primarily for a Jewish-Christian 
community, possibly somewhere in the area of 
Syria (Antioch?), which seems to have been locked 
in a struggle with other Jews over the question of 
which group was more faithful to the law. In other 
words, was the more faithful Jew who best fulfilled 
the righteousness promised by the law the one who 
accepted Jesus as Messiah, or was it the one who 
rejected him as God’s Messiah? Matthew claims 
that Jesus did not reject the law but offered a “fuller 
righteousness” than was offered in the law alone. 
This is seen, for example, in the Sermon on the 
Mount in Matt 5-7, especially in the sayings of 
Jesus that begin with “You have heard that it was 
said. ... But I say to you” (5:21, 27, 31, 33, 38, 43). 
This theme is also combined with a derogatory 
comment about the Pharisees when Jesus says, 
“unless your righteousness exceeds that of the... 
Pharisees” (5:20). This perspective on righteous- 
ness is also the reason for Jesus’ baptism in Matt 
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3:13-15. Matthew apparently was convinced that 
those who followed Jesus were more faithful Jews 
than those who rejected him, especially the Phari- 
sees (see ch. 8, below, on the Gospels and Acts). 

Much of the NT’s picture of the Jews, and the 
Pharisees in particular, may have been shaped by 
circumstances shortly before the persecution of the 
Christians in Palestine in A.D. 62-64, which led 
many Christians to move northeast from Jerusalem to 
Pella. Events just before the destruction of Jerusalem 
in A.D. 70 had considerable impact on the view 
that Matthew presents of the Pharisees. As a Jew- 
ish Christian, he was also competing with the Jew- 
ish traditions near the end of the first century, 
when the Jews themselves who survived the events 
of A.D. 70 were seeking to reestablish their identity 
in light of the devastating loss of Jerusalem, the 
temple, and its sacrifices (see ch. 8, below). Paul 
himself never speaks ill of the Pharisees in particu- 
lar but of the Jews in general who rejected Jesus 
as their Messiah and persecuted the Christians 
(1 Thess 2:14-16). Most of the criticisms against the 
Pharisees, especially in the Gospels of Matthew and 
Luke, were probably written after the experiences 
of the 60s, when persecution of the Christians was 
growing in various pockets of the Roman Empire 
(Rev 2:9), but especially in Palestine. The term 
“Jew” is probably not the equivalent of “Pharisee” 
in John’s and Paul’s writings, even though it may 
be so in Matthew’s Gospel. 


a. Characteristics. The Pharisees were appar- 
ently the most influential religious-renewal sect in 
Palestine in the time of Jesus, attracting both Jews 
and Gentiles from inside and outside Palestine with 
their religious teachings. Their influence, however, 
declined among non-Jews after the destruction of 
Jerusalem and almost completely after the Bar 
Kokhba rebellion in A.D. 135. 

Unlike the Sadducees, the Pharisees were nei- 
ther doctrinal nor biblical fundamentalists, nor 
were they priestly aristocrats anxious to maintain 
the status quo. They were open to the development 
of law and doctrine, and they argued that temple 
purity was not to be reserved for priests alone but 
that such religious purity before God was for all 
Jews in everyday life. They believed that holiness 
was practical and that it applied to all spheres of 
life, for instance, at work, at rest, and in all human 
relations. They did not deny the validity and im- 
portance of temple worship, however. Indeed, it 


is probable that the movement was begun by 
priests in the second century B.C. who rejected the 
Hasmonean dynasty’s combination of priesthood 
with kingly power and were dissatisfied with what 
they believed was the Hasmonean dynasty’s com- 
promising of the will of God. 

In the NT era the Pharisaic movement was 
made up primarily of laypeople. The Pharisees 
were especially popular among members of the 
emerging class of artisans and merchants of Pales- 
tine, but also among the Diaspora (Jews living out- 
side Palestine) who benefited from the Pax Romana 
(Roman peace) begun in the reign of Caesar Au- 
gustus. The Apostle Paul, for instance, was a Phar- 
isee before his conversion and an artisan (tentmaker) 
who was born in the Diaspora—his home was in 
Tarsus, a hellenized city and Roman colony, which 
gave to him the very highly prized Roman citizen- 
ship (see ch. 9, below, for more detailed discussion). 

The message of the Pharisees was especially ap- 
pealing to urban dwellers, who no longer depended 
on the agrarian (farming) lifestyle that was so 
much emphasized in the festivals of the temple cult. 
Passover, Pentecost, and the Feast of Tabernacles 
were based largely on the lifestyles of those who 
tended flocks or farmed. Because the Pharisees 
were more flexible in their understanding of the 
significance of the law and the temple, they were 
sometimes branded as a liberal movement. Their 
collection of sacred and authoritative Scriptures 
was apparently considerably larger than that of 
their more conservative counterparts, the Saddu- 
cees. The Pharisaic Scriptures in common use be- 
fore the separation of Christians from the practice 
of Judaism, at least as it existed in Palestine in A.D. 
62, were probably very similar to the recognized 
collection of Scriptures for the first Christians. It in- 
cluded most of what we now call the OT and prob- 
ably some, if not most, of what we identify as the 
apocryphal and pseudepigraphal literature. As will 
be discussed later, the collection at that time was ill 
defined for Judaism—and therefore also for early 
Christianity, since Christianity drew heavily upon 
the common views of the Judaisms in Palestine be- 
fore its complete separation from Judaism in the 
late first or early second century A.D. 

The Pharisees were unenthusiastic about the 
Romans, but they were willing to tolerate them so 
long as their own religious practices were not affected. 
There is no clear evidence that they supported the 
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insurrectionist activities of the Zealots, nor did they 
advise their people to withdraw from society, as 
some of the Essenes did. They were not a monastic 
movement. The Pharisees tried to preserve their 
Jewish religious identity but, at the same time, at- 
tempted to respond to the cultural challenge posed 
by Hellenism, especially as it affected the middle 
class. The Pharisees exerted their influence primar- 
ily in the synagogues of the towns and villages, 
though for a brief time during the reign of Queen 
Salome Alexandra (76-67 B.C.), they had also held 
considerable political power and exerted it often 
with the same intensity with which many of their 
opponents earlier had employed it against them. 
They wanted to apply the laws that originally ap- 
plied only to the priests to everyone, thereby mak- 
ing the whole nation obedient to their version of 
the law. 


b. Schools of Interpretation. The Pharisees em- 
phasized careful interpretation of the law. They 
believed that the law had essentially two forms: 
(1) that which was written down and (2) that 
which was handed down by word of mouth (oral 
tradition). Jesus was severely critical of the Phar- 
isees in regard to their oral traditions, some of 
which he believed were contrary to the law of 
God (Mark 7:1—23). The Pharisees, like the Essenes 
and Sadducees, also believed that they alone 
rightly interpreted the Scriptures. There were two 
major schools of interpretation in the time of 
Jesus, centering around the work of two famous 
teachers whose careers extended from around 30 
B.C, to A.D, 10. The first of these teachers of the 
law was Shammai, who was conservative in his 
outlook and tended to be somewhat rigid. His 
teaching on divorce is similar to the one Jesus 
adopted and taught in Matt 19:3-12. Shammai’s 
teachings, which were Palestinian in orientation 
and focused on Jewish obedience to the law in 
terms of the temple and its sacrificial system, 
were dominant in Palestine until after the de- 
struction of the temple in A.D. 70. The other fa- 
mous teacher of the law was Hillel, who was 
more liberal in his understanding of the law and 
much less rigid. It is probable that he was raised 
in Babylon, or at least had early roots there, and 
so was less interested in the temple orientation of 
Shammai and more focused on the practical im- 
plications of the law. He taught that all of the re- 
quirements of the law were fulfilled in loving God 


with all of one’s heart and also loving one’s neigh- 
bor. According to Matt 22:34-40, Jesus shared 
the same perspective on the law. As we would ex- 
pect, when observance of the sacrificial system 
was no longer possible after the destruction of 
the temple, Hillel’s teachings were more influen- 
tial than those of Shammai, except for a brief pe- 
riod between A.D. 115-35. The more open teach- 
ings of Hillel became the primary theological per- 
spective adopted by Jews after the destruction of 
Jerusalem, when they were seeking to discover 
how Judaism might continue without the temple 
and a sacrificial system.*” 


c. Christianity and the Pharisees. Christianity 
shared much with the Pharisees, including a call 
for social reform and beliefs in a coming messiah 
who would bring about the kingdom of God, in the 
resurrection of the dead, in rewards and punish- 
ments at the end of the ages, and in the existence 
of angels and demons. Jesus, however, seems to 
have understood that the crisis of Jewish identity in 
the first century could not be resolved through a 
renewal movement such as that proposed by the 
Pharisees. They had simply heightened or intensi- 
fied the norms for fuller observance of the law, 
thereby hoping to satisfy the call of God to righ- 
teousness, but Jesus taught that only by a new re- 
lationship to God could a person finally satisfy the 
claims of God upon his or her life. The old forms of 
religion were not adequate to handle what God had 
prepared for his followers (Mark 2:21-22). Jesus 
also taught that everyone was a sinner and needed 
humbly to receive the grace and forgiveness of 
God; in turn, those who received these from God 
must also offer them to others (Matt 6:12-14; 
18:21—35; Luke 18:9-14; John 3:3-18). He contrasted 
this with the self-righteousness of the Pharisees, 
who saw no need of repentance or forgiveness of 
sins and had little sympathy for those who did 
(Luke 18:9-14). Jesus also called for freedom from 
all laws or traditions that restrict the proper caring 
for human need (Mark 2:23-3:6) and called upon 
his hearers to love God with all their heart, to love 
their neighbors (Matt 22:34-40), even to love their 
enemies (Matt 5:43-48), and to abandon worldly 
securities (Mark 8:34-37). Pharisaic Judaism had a 
profound influence upon the early Christian com- 
munity, but evidently a fair number of the Phari- 
sees themselves later became Christians (Acts 15:5), 
the most famous being the Apostle Paul.?® 
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3. The Scribes 


a. Origins of the Term. The term “scribe” comes 
from the Hebrew sofer, which refers to a person 
who is able to “cipher” or write. From this notion 
came the idea of a secretary and eventually a 
scribe. In Jer 36:26, a scribe was an official who had 
charge of legal documents (see also Jer 32:12-15) 
and who had a special place in the royal palace. 
According to 2 Kgs 22:3-7, Shaphan the scribe ap- 
pears to have been a minister of finance, and in Isa 
36:3 (cf. 22:15), Shebna the scribe functioned like a 
secretary of state. In preexilic times (before 587 
B.C.) the scribal office was generally a secular posi- 
tion without any special religious significance. Al- 
though there were no religious scribes as such 
before the time of the exile, still there were those 
scribes who were specialists in understanding and 
transcribing the law. 


b. Scribes as “Doctors” of the law. The scribal 
function as a doctor or teacher of the law had its 
origins probably in the period of the exile and 
shortly thereafter, when the law became the center 
of all Jewish life. The scribes were seen as the wise 
men or men of understanding (see Dan 11:33-35; 
12:3) by no later than 160-150 B.C. It was prob- 
ably the scribes who were responsible for fixing 
the canon of Jewish Scriptures to be included in 
the Law around 500 B.C. and the Prophets some- 
time after 200 B.c. The third category of the He- 
brew Scriptures, the Writings, was more pre- 
cisely defined in the rabbinic tradition in the sec- 
ond to the fifth centuries A.D. During the inter- 
testamental period, the scribes were the ones who 
gathered together Israel’s sacred literature, inter- 
preted it, and copied it. It was probably Ezra the 
scribe who gave the impetus for the scribes to be- 
come a distinctive and influential class of teachers 
and interpreters of the law (Ezra 7:6; Neh 8:1, 4, 9, 
13; 12:26, 36). 


c. Scribes in the New Testament. In the NT, 
scribes (ypappatets, grammateis) are the same as 
the teachers of the law (8L5do0KaAot Tod vopov, 
didaskaloi tou nomou) and the lawyers (voutkot, 
nomikoi) (cf. Luke 2:46; 5:17; 7:30). They are most 
often listed in conjunction with the Pharisees in 
the Gospels, although it appears that they came 
from the families of the priests and Levites (cf. 1 
Chron 2:55). It is not surprising that scribes are 


most often associated with Pharisees, since Phari- 
sees were devoted to the keeping of the law and 
the scribes were its primary interpreters. In the 
time of the Seleucid hellenizing of Israel, the 
scribes, called a “synagogue of the scribes,” were 
the religious backbone of the resistance move- 
ment (see 1 Macc 7:11-17; cf. 2:42, where there 
is a possible link with the Hasideans). In Matt 
23:34, Jesus mentions the scribes, along with 
the prophets and wise men, as holy men sent to 
Israel by God but rejected by the people. This 
indicates their prominent religious standing in 
the time of Jesus. According to Matt 7:28-29, 
however, the scribes, even though they were 
teachers of the law, apparently had little or no 
authority. 

Mark 2:16, Luke 5:30, and Acts 23:9 speak of 
the “scribes of the Pharisees” (but cf. Mark 7:5; 
Matt 15:1), which suggests that there may have 
been several schools of scribes, some related to the 
Pharisees.” It is interesting that Matthew indicates 
that it was the high priest, Caiaphas, the chief 
priests, and the elders who gathered together to 
condemn Jesus (Matt 26:3-4), but the earlier writer 
Mark says that the scribes were also present at the 
trial (Mark 15:1). Luke adds that it was the chief 
priests, the assembly of the elders, and the scribes 
who consulted at Jesus’ trial (22:66). Luke later 
says that it was the chief priests and the scribes 
who accused Jesus (23:10), but in 23:13-17 con- 
cludes that it was the chief priests and the “rulers” 
who brought Jesus before Pilate and called for his 
crucifixion. It is possible that some scribes served in 
the party of the Pharisees in Jerusalem and that some 
also served as part of the ruling class in the San- 
hedrin of Jerusalem. According to Acts 5:27—34, for 
example, Gamaliel, who was a teacher of the law (a 
scribe) and a Pharisee, was also a member of the 
council. In this same vein, Josephus (ca. A.D. 85-90) 
speaks of “priestly scribes” (‘lepoypappatets, 
hierogrammateis) (War 6.291). 

The main business of the scribes in the NT era 
was that of teaching, interpreting, and copying the 
law. They were the primary preservers of Judaism 
in the Greco-Roman period. Their authority was 
recognized everywhere in Palestine, but according 
to Jesus, they were not known for consistency in 
their behavior (cf. Matt 23:1-3). There are very few 
references to the scribes in rabbinic literature, and 
much about them remains obscure.*” 
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4, The Zealots 


Until recently, not much was known about the 
Zealots or whether they were an organized reli- 
gious or political group during the time of Jesus. 
With the publication of Martin Hengel’s founda- 
tional work, The Zealots,*! however, more light has 
come to bear on this rather obscure group, which 
is mentioned only marginally in the NT. The name 
itself is probably derived from the story of Phinehas 
in Num 25:1-13, who took radical measures to pu- 
rify the nation of Israel in its devotion to God and 
to prevent the anger of the Lord from falling upon 
the nation. He was praised by the Lord and given 
his “covenant of peace” because he was “zealous 
for his God and made atonement for the Israelites.” 
According to 1 Macc 2:22—54, the story of Phinehas 
was a major part of the inspiration of Mattathias 
Hasmoneus, the priest of Modein who initiated the 
Maccabean conflict. The term may therefore repre- 
sent those in Palestine during the time of Jesus who 
were zealous to purify the nation from its corrup- 
tion brought on by Roman occupation, but it also 
reflects an eschatological perspective, the expecta- 
tion of the violent overthrow of the Roman armies. 
Such individuals may have taken radical and even 
revolutionary measures against Rome, as in the 
case of Judas the Galilean in A.D. 6 (cf. Acts 5:37; 
Josephus, Ant. 18.4-10).4? Mattathias Hasmoneus 
served as an example for the Zealotic movement, 
which became more organized in the early A.D. 
60s, just before the siege of Jerusalem and the de- 
struction of the temple (see Josephus, War 2.647-651; 
4,158-161). Following the Roman occupation of 
Palestine in 63 B.C., the Zealots were those who op- 
posed the Roman occupation and on many occa- 
sions took steps, including violence, to rid Palestine 
of the Roman presence. According to Josephus 
(Ant. 18.23), before the revolt against Rome in A.D. 
66-70, an organized nationalistic party called the 
Zealots (a fourth religious party or “philosophy,” 
with similarities to the Pharisees) emerged to chal- 
lenge Rome’s authority over Palestine, but it is not 
certain that Josephus’s account is reliable. The un- 
certainty centers on his identification of Judas the 
Galilean as head of a movement (Ant. 18.9) and his 
blaming the war with Rome on a small revolution- 
ary faction instead of acknowledging the Zealots as 
but one of many such factions in the war. 

In Acts 21:20-21, there were some Jews who 
had become Christians and were “zealous for the 


law.” The extent to which one demonstrated zeal- 
ousness for the law could vary greatly. The most 
frightening of those zealous for the law were the 
sicarii, “assassins,” who made vows to destroy any- 
one who they believed opposed the law. The group 
drew its name from the knives its members were 
known to conceal in their clothing. At public festi- 
vals they would kill community figures or celebri- 
ties who were under suspicion or who had violated 
the law. Their theology was probably Pharisaic, 
but this is not certain. They were zealous enough 
for the law, however, to be willing to lay down 
their lives for its preservation. 

Whether Luke’s reference to one of Jesus’ dis- 
ciples as “Simon the Zealot” (Luke 6:15; Acts 1:13) 
suggests a member of the later and more actively 
organized Zealotic movement is doubtful. If Simon 
had been a member of such a fanatical party, he 
apparently left it when he followed Jesus. The fact 
that he could serve alongside a tax collector, Levi 
(Mark 2:14), indicates that he underwent a radical 
change in his behavior as a result of his association 
with Jesus. His relation to such a party, however, is 
currently impossible to prove. The term “Zealot” 
may be an anachronism on Luke’s part, but pos- 
sibly also a reference to a loosely organized opposi- 
tion to Rome even in Jesus’ day. Far more difficult 
to substantiate is the view, based on a supposed 
parallel between Judas the Galilean (Acts 5:37) and 
Jesus, that Jesus was a member of such a party. 
Mark 12:17 suggests that Jesus was unwilling to so 
align himself. Further, there is nothing in the Gos- 
pels to indicate that Jesus ever advocated the over- 
throw of the Roman government, saw his kingdom 
as one in conflict with Rome, or raised an army to 
further his aims. Jesus’ rejection of the use of power 
and his rebuke of his own disciples who may have 
considered such tactics (Mark 8:33; 10:39-40; Luke 
24:21; Acts 1:6) also speak against this supposition. 
The strongest argument for the position that Jesus 
sympathized with the Zealots, which for some in- 
terpreters suggests that he was part of that move- 
ment, is the superscription placed over Jesus’ head 
on the cross accusing him of being king of the Jews 
(Mark 15:26). The understanding here, of course, is 
that Jesus was an insurrectionist and was crucified 
for such activity. If the Romans had taken that ac- 
cusation seriously, however, they would no doubt 
have rounded up Jesus’ disciples after his death and 
tried to stop the activities of the church; such was 
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not the case. On the other hand, Hengel has made 
a strong case that, despite some points of contact, 
the early church “represented the overcoming of 
the Zealots’ attempt to bring about God’s rule on 
earth by violence.”*? And as Rhoads observes, “No 
early Christian writing advocated armed revolution 
as a way of expressing devotion to God.”44 

The term “robbers” (Anotatl, léstai) was used to 
identify those who were crucified with Jesus (Matt 
27:44; Mark 15:27). Josephus often uses the same 
Greek term for “revolutionaries” (Ant. 20.97-98; cf. 
18.3-10; War 2.118), and Barabbas, whose place 
Jesus evidently took, was known as an insurrec- 
tionist (Mark 15:6—7). All of this may indicate that a 
group of organized revolutionaries was known in 
the time of Jesus; still, it is difficult to date an orga- 
nized revolutionary party known as the Zealots 
that early, and even more difficult (if not impossi- 
ble) to establish Jesus’ participation in such a 
group. The one who invited his followers to turn 
the other cheek to those who did violence against 
them and to go an extra mile, giving what was 
asked of them (Matt 5:39-41), cannot reasonably 
have belonged to this kind of movement. It is also 
inaccurate to say that all who participated against 
Rome in the Jewish uprising in A.D. 66-70 were 
identified with such a party, since many Jews 
throughout Palestine participated in the ill-fated 
rebellion. 


5. The Samaritans 


a. Origins. Although the Samaritans are part of 
the wide range of diverse and well-known sects of 
Judaism in the first century, their earliest history is 
unclear. There are many negative comments about 
them in Jewish literature, especially in Josephus’s 
writings but also in the Hebrew Scriptures (2 Kgs 
17:24-41) and the rabbinic tradition of the second 
and following centuries A.D. The most common 
view used to be that they were the descendants of 
the tribes of northern Israel that had intermarried 
with the pagan population of Samaria after the As- 
syrian colonization of northern Palestine in the late 
eighth century B.C. From this perspective, which 
was a view perpetuated by Josephus, the Samari- 
tans had their origins in the corrupt and syncretis- 
tic community of northern Palestine that became 
known as Samaria (Josephus, Ant. 9.277-291). The 
rabbinic traditions, which are less polemical than 


Josephus, mention the Samaritans in the Talmud 
(Qidd. 76a; Ber. 47b; Gitt. 10a; Hul. 4a, 6a; Ned. 31a; 
Sota 33b; Sanh. 90b). But today very few scholars 
give significant weight to Josephus’s account of Sa- 
maritan origins; instead, most distinguish between 
“Samaritans” as a religious party and “Samarians” 
who were residents of Samaria. 

The religious sect of the Samaritans probably 
originated in postexilic times during a schism with 
the Jewish priests in Jerusalem. Josephus speaks of 
disenfranchised Jewish priests going over to the Sa- 
maritans who established a rival sanctuary on 
Mount Gerizim during the days of Alexander the 
Great (330-325 B.C.). He also claims that Alexander 
the Great granted permission to Sanballat II to 
build the temple there (Josephus, Ant. 11.297-347). 
Most scholars, with some reservations, agree today 
that the beginnings of the Samaritan sect we read 
about in the NT came from this time. The rift over 
the place of worship is highlighted in John 4:19-26 
in the story of the woman at the well (see also Luke 
17:16; John 8:48). The extent to which the Samari- 
tans developed their religious ideas independently 
of the Jews in the south is not clear; what is certain 
in the NT is that they were looked upon as foreign- 
ers and with distaste among the Jews. The point of 
Jesus’ parable about the “good” Samaritan (Luke 
10:25-37) may have been to shame the priests and 
Levites with the fact that even the most despised 
individuals can befriend those in need and fulfill 
God’s will toward their neighbors, whereas those 
with religious positions who ignore human need 
violate God's law to love one’s neighbor. 

The Samaritans probably emerged as a distinct 
religious group at the same time other religious 
sects were beginning to distinguish themselves 
from the primary religious leadership and tradi- 
tions in Jerusalem. This occurred during the middle 
of the second century B.C., although the Samari- 
tans’ origins are certainly prior to that. The earliest 
references to this religious group come from the 
second century B.C. in the writings of Ben Sira (Sir 
50:25-26) (ca. 180 B.C.) and later in 2 Macc 5-6 (as 
well as in the T. Levi 5-7 and Jub. 30). 

The Samaritans revered the law and Moses but 
chose instead to worship on Mount Gerizim on the 
basis of their version of Deut 27:4, which may have 
been more accurate than the Masoretic Text of to- 
day’s Hebrew Bible. The Samaritans believed that 
Ezra corrupted the Pentateuch and changed Gerizim 
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to Ebal in Deut 27:4. For them, Gerizim was where 
Abel built his altar and where Abraham was will- 
ing to sacrifice Isaac. They also taught that Mount 
Gerizim was the “navel” of the universe. 

In the second century B.C. (ca. 129/128), John 
Hyrcanus of the Hasmonean dynasty in Jerusalem 
destroyed the Samaritan temple on Mount Gerizim, 
but this did not affect the Samaritans’ reverence for 
the mountain as their true place of worship. The 
Samaritans had built an altar to Yahweh at Shechem 
near Mount Ebal and their temple on nearby 
Mount Gerizim. Their reverence for worship there 
seems to have been one of the most distinguishing 
characteristics of their religious faith. Many of 
these individuals apparently embraced the Chris- 
tian faith as a result of the early Christian mission 
(Acts 8:4—25). 


b. Their Identity. The Samaritans, who today 
comprise a small group of only around five hun- 
dred individuals, were a strict Law-observing com- 
munity who referred to themselves as the rightful 
heirs of the Israelite traditions. They had their own 
Samaritan Pentateuch, which they believed was 
more accurate than that of the Jews. One name 
they gave themselves was samerim, “keepers” (of 
the Law), which distinguished them from the other 
inhabitants of Samaria. Mostly, however, they pre- 
ferred to call themselves Hebrews or Israelites, be- 
lieving that they were the true descendants of 
Manasseh and Ephraim of the northern Israelite 
tribes. Along with the Sadducees, the Samaritans 
held to a much smaller biblical canon than did the 
Pharisees and most groups in Judaism, accepting 
only the law of Moses, and like the Sadducees, they 
rejected notions of resurrection from the dead. Like 
other Jewish sects in the first century, including 
the Christian community, they also shared a messi- 
anic-type theology that believed in the coming of 
the Taheb (“one who restores”) as a fulfillment of 
Deut 18:18. The Restorer, they believed, would her- 
ald the day of God’s judgment and reward, restore 
the temple on Mount Gerizim, and reinstate sacri- 
fices. Finally, they believed that the heathen would 
be converted and at the Last Judgment the faithful 
would enter the Garden of Eden and the sinful 
would be delivered to the flames of judgment. 

Like the Qumran covenanters (the Essenes), 
they rejected the Jerusalem priesthood and its 
temple and spoke of themselves as the true “sons of 
light.” Also like them, they emphasized the divine 


relationship to “word.” There are obvious parallels 
here also with early Christianity, especially with 
the Gospel of John (1:1, 14), Stephen’s speech in 
Acts 7, and possibly the audience of the book of He- 
brews. The long list of heroes of the faith in Heb 
11:1-31 comes from the Pentateuch and in 11:32-38 
only summarily from other OT works. The Penta- 
teuch was recognized as sacred by the Samaritans, 
and the list in Heb 11 is similar to the heroes found 
in the Samaritan documents. Their history shows 
that they were open to other religious influences, 
including Christianity and later even Islam. For ex- 
ample, they refer to God not only as Yahweh but 
also as Ela (similar to Heb. Elohim and Islamic 
Allah). Although they reverence the name of God, 
they, unlike the Jews, do not hesitate to speak the 
name of God, Yahweh. 


6. The Essenes 


Although the Essenes are not mentioned by 
name in the NT, their presence was certainly known 
in Palestine in the time of Jesus. They were known 
in Asia Minor between Colossae and Ephesus dur- 
ing Paul’s and John’s ministry and in Egypt during 
the early life of Jesus (Philo, Contempl. Life 3.25-28). 
There are similarities between what is known of 
the Essene community at Qumran and 2 Cor 
6:14~7:1; some scholars call this passage a “post- 
Pauline interpolation,” but others consider it the 
actual “first” letter of Paul to the Corinthians that 
is referred to in 1 Cor 5:9 (see ch. 10, below). There 
are also purported parallels in Essene literature 
with Paul’s focus on “mystery,” “flesh and spirit,” 
“perfect,” “truth,” and “justification,” as well as 
numerous parallels with the Gospel of John. For in- 
stance, John’s focus on “sons of light” and “the 
spirit of truth” has parallels in the Qumran litera- 
ture. It may also be possible that the heresy men- 
tioned in Paul’s letter to the Christians at Colossae 
was an Essene-type theology, but this is not certain 
(see ch. 10, below). These similarities may simply 
be a part of the shared characteristics of first-cen- 
tury Judaism. 


a. Historical Background. It is possible that the 
Essenes’ historical roots go back to the time when the 
Jews were in Babylon. An attractive theory is that the 
Essenes were an offshoot of the Hasidim (“pious ones,” 
also called Hasideans) who helped the Maccabees 
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overthrow the Seleucid dynasty’s control of Palestine 
between 164 and 140 B.c. Like the Pharisees, they re- 
jected the political priesthood of the Hasmonean dy- 
nasty, which took over the rule of Israel after several 
defeats of the Seleucids in Palestine. When the 
Hasidim saw that the Zadokite priesthood of the OT 
era had been forsaken by the Hasmoneans, they evi- 
dently were divided over what to do about it. The 
Pharisees (probably also a party of the Hasidim) de- 
cided to remain in the social life of Israel seeking to 
reform it, but some of the Essenes rejected that option 
and removed themselves to the desert to “prepare the 
way for the coming of the Lord,” although we know 
from Josephus that some did remain involved in pub- 
lic life (War 2.120-161). The group that went to 
Qumran was but one sect of the larger body of 
Essenes, but unfortunately it is the only one of which 
we have firsthand awareness. 

Their founder was apparently referred to as the 
Teacher of Righteousness, but his exact identity 
has been lost. This teacher, called a saint, was be- 
trayed by a scoffer and persecuted by the Wicked 
Priest (CD I; 1QpHab I). The reference to a wicked 
priest may well have been an allusion to the 
Maccabean hero Jonathan, the son of Mattathias, 
who was very prominent in the revolution against 
the Seleucids. The founder of the Essene commu- 
nity may well have been a Zadokite who acted as 
priest in 152 B.C. but refused to serve under Jona- 
than (CD I, 4-12). 

Ironically, the Qumran community suffered the 
same fate as befell Jerusalem with its despised 
temple and priesthood. In A.D. 68 or perhaps as late 
as A.D. 70, the Essenes at Qumran abandoned their 
settlement, which was destroyed by the Romans 
after already being partly destroyed by an earth- 
quake in 31 B.C. It is possible that some or all of 
those at Qumran went south to Masada and joined 
with the Zealots who had taken control of that 
mountaintop fortress. The basis for this conjecture 
is that some of the writings found at Masada have 
only been found at one other location, Qumran. 


b. Characteristics and Beliefs. Much could be said 
about this religious sect, but included here are some 
of the central themes in their writings. They saw 
themselves as the holy remnant of God whose purity 
of life outshone that of the “sons of darkness,” the 
priesthood in Jerusalem that regulated temple wor- 
ship. Their literature is rife with the language of 
apocalypticism, seen in the dualism found in the con- 


A view of Cave 4 at Qumran and the site of the first 
discovery of scrolls near the ancient Essene 
community. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


trasts of the Teacher of Righteousness with the 
Wicked Priest, the sons of light with the sons of dark- 
ness, and the holy congregation with the company of 
Satan. The community awaited the dramatic inter- 
vention of God in history to end their suffering and to 
avenge their enemies. They expected an eschatologi- 
cal war or climactic battle in which their beliefs 
would be vindicated, their enemies crushed, and a 
new age ushered in. Finally, they tried to create an 
alternative temple community characterized by utter 
purity in desert camps that were far removed from 
the defiled presence of Jerusalem. Qumran is an ex- 
ample of this kind of community, but not the only 
one, as was noted above. 


c. Parallels to Early Christianity. A number of 
parallels between the Christian community and the 
one at Qumran have led to wild speculation about 
Christianity’s dependence on the group or its emer- 
gence from it, but all the parallels may be nothing 
more than what was commonly shared by the 
many Judaisms of the first century, of which the 
Essenes and the Christians were but two. The par- 
allels are, nevertheless, worth mentioning, but this 
listing will be followed by some significant differ- 
ences in section (d) below. (1) The Essenes had a 
strong focus on the “last days,” an apocalyptic focus 
on end times and a dualistic emphasis on good ver- 
sus evil (similar to the book of Revelation, Matt 24, 
Mark 13, Luke 21, and 2 Peter). (2) They believed in 
a coming messiah who would establish God's king- 
dom (Matt 6:10; Acts 1:6-7). (3) The Teacher of 
Righteousness and his followers represented the 
faithful remnant who went out into the wilderness 
to prepare the way of the Lord, as in Isaiah’s 
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prophecy (Isa 40:3). This is the very text referred to 
in the Synoptic Gospels when John the Baptist’s 
ministry was looked upon as preparing the way for 
and introducing Jesus the Christ (Matt 3:3; Mark 
1:14; Luke 3:2-6),46 (4) Baptisms were very common 
in the Qumran community as ritual cleansings, but 
the act of baptism was significant only if it was the 
outward sign of a purified and humble soul within 
(1QS III, 1-12). This was true of both John the Bap- 
tist’s practice of baptism (Matt 3:1-6) and that fol- 
lowed by the Christians in Acts (2:37—-38). (5) The 
Essenes emphasized a common meal at which the 
priestly head of the theocracy and the Messiah of 
Israel would be present (1QS VI, 1-8). Some schol- 
ars have argued that the meal may have been 
viewed as quasi-sacrificial, in other words, a holy 
meal. The meal had an eschatological focus similar 
to the kingdom banquet mentioned by Jesus in 
Matt 8:11-12. (6) The Essenes believed that martyr- 
dom was something to be desired. In Mark 8:34-35, 
Jesus emphasized the giving up of one’s life for the 
sake of the gospel in order to be his disciple, and 
this view had an important impact on the develop- 
ing church at the beginning of the early second 
century A.D., when Ignatius of Antioch desired 
martyrdom as a means of “getting to God.” His ex- 
ample is not unlike the Qumran emphasis on mar- 
tyrdom as something to be desired because it would 
bring justification to the martyr (1QS V, 6; IX, 3-5). 
(7) The Essenes gave up all property to the commu- 
nity and added a penalty for deceit in turning over 
the property. Although this is a voluntary act in 
the NT (Acts 4:32-37; 5:4) the practice was similar. 
The penalties at Qumran for holding some of the 
money back, however, were not as severe as one 
finds in the early church (Acts 5:5-6). (8) The 
Essenes often determined the will of God by casting 
lots. This reminds us of Acts 1:26, where lots were 
cast to determine the replacement of Judas Iscariot. 
(9) They were organized in a hierarchy, not unlike 
the churches in the late first century and after- 
wards, especially in Antioch of Syria and Asia 
Minor under the leadership of Ignatius, the bishop 
of Antioch. (10) Many of the writings that the resi- 
dents of Qumran deemed sacred were also among 
the writings that most of early Christianity consid- 
ered sacred. Besides the OT writings (all of the OT 
writings except Esther have been discovered at 
Qumran), other books have been found that played 
a role in the developing churches, such as 1 Enoch 


The descent through the Wadi Qumran. The Dead Sea 
is in the upper left. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


(see Jude 14, 15), Assumption of Moses, and a sizable 
collection of apocalyptic literature also alluded to 
in the NT and other early Christian literature. (11) 
The Essenes saw themselves as “holy ones” or 
“saints” who were separated unto God. In the NT 
these are common terms for Christians (Rom 1:7; 1 
Cor 1:2; Phil 1:1; etc.), and Paul calls upon his hear- 
ers to come out from among the evil ones and be 
separate (2 Cor 6:17-18). (12) They spoke of “two 
ways” in their Manual of Discipline, which was built 
upon Deut 30:15. This same kind of exposition is 
found in the first six chapters of the early Christian 
document called the Didache (ca. A.D. 70-90) and in 
the second-century Christian document called the 
Epistle of Barnabas (ca. A.D. 130). It is also reminis- 
cent of Jesus’ speaking of two ways, one that leads 
to life and the other to destruction (Matt 7:13). In 
Acts 9:2; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22, the earliest name 
used for the followers of Jesus was “the Way.” In 
the Qumran literature the believer chooses the 
right way of the two ways. In Acts 16:17; 18:25-26 
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there is also mention of the “way of salvation,” 
“the Way of the Lord,” and “the Way of God.” 


d. Differences between Early Christianity and the 
Essenes. Despite the many parallels between the 
two groups, there are also several significant differ- 
ences between the Essenes at Qumran and the 
early Christians. (1) The early Christians believed 
that the “age to come” had already arrived in the 
events of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. 
The Essenes believed that this age was still to come. 
(2) Although the Christians believed that they 
would rule and reign with Christ in his kingdom, 
their response to this, unlike at Qumran, involved 
no organization for war or preparation for battle. 
The early church had no Masada. Unlike the 
Essenes, early Christians preached love for neigh- 
bor and enemy alike (Matt 5:43-48). (3) The 
Essenes were sectarian, believing that only their 
few chosen ones would make it into the kingdom of 
God, but Christians believed that their message was 
universal in scope and not limited to a select group 
of Jews. (4) The Essenes believed that the Scriptures 
had their primary fulfillment in their own commu- 
nity, whereas the Christians believed that they had 
their fulfillment in the life, death, and resurrection 
of Jesus. (5) Finally, Christianity was not a monas- 
tic religion (at least not at first!), nor a priestly reli- 
gion, except in the broadest sénse when it claimed 
the priesthood of all believers (1 Pet 2:5, 9). Nor did 
the earliest church regularly practice celibacy (1 
Cor 9:5). Both of these aspects, however, were com- 
mon in the Essene community. 


e. The Qumran Literature. Among the various re- 
newal movements in Palestine in the time of Jesus, 
only the community at Qumran produced a litera- 
ture that sheds direct light on Judaism as it existed 
in the earliest decades of the first century. The 
Dead Sea Scrolls from the Qumran community on 
the northwestern side of the Dead Sea were mostly 
found in the late 1940s and 1950s and are thought 
to be products of an Essene religious sect at Qumran 
dating from approximately 200-150 B.C. to A.D. 70 
(or A.D. 68, when they were threatened by the 
Romans). The manuscripts or scrolls, with frag- 
ments of about 600 works, were found in eleven 
caves near the Qumran community. Many of the 
manuscripts were wrapped in linen and placed in 
jars. It has been assumed that the scrolls were 
stored in the caves by the residents as the Romans 


were advancing on their positions around A.D. 70, 
but this is not certain. Kahle has suggested that the 
documents were intentionally stored and hidden 
over a period of time in inaccessible places. Accord- 
ing to him, the motive may have been that the 
community was on the verge of dying and so hid 
the documents to preserve them as long as pos- 
sible. The caves have been numbered 1 through 11 
and the various manuscripts are identified in part 
by their cave number. (Thus 1QS is a document 
designated S found in cave 1.) Although there most 
certainly were other Essene communities in exis- 
tence in Palestine in the first century and probably 
in Alexandria and elsewhere, the Essene literature 
that has survived is that from the Qumran commu- 
nity (a copy of the Damascus Document [CD] was 
found in Cairo; see below). A large number of the 
documents discovered at Qumran have only re- 
cently been published, and their significance for 
the study of early Christianity and Judaism of the 
first century continues to emerge. The range of lit- 
erature includes the following texts.” 

(1) Canonical Old Testament Texts. With the 
unlikely exception of a small fragment of a manu- 
script that some have claimed is from the Gospel of 
Mark, no NT texts have been found at Qumran.*® 
All of the OT books except Esther have been found 
at or near Qumran, some in a number of different 
versions. Copies and fragments of Isaiah amount to 
about twenty different manuscripts, and there are 
seventeen manuscripts of the Psalms. 

(2) Sectarian Literature. What is most gener- 
ally recognized as peculiarly Essene literature con- 
sists of nine different documents and various other 
fragments. See Table 3-1. 

(3) Biblical Commentaries. The commentaries 
found at Qumran consist of passages from the OT 
texts accompanied by pesharim, literalistic and es- 
chatological interpretations of the scriptural books 
in the light of the life and history of the community 
at Qumran. These constituted the true meaning of 
the OT texts in the eyes of the residents of Qumran. 

(4) Late Jewish Apocryphal and Pseudepigraphical 
Works. Several apocryphal and pseudepigraphical 
writings have been found at Qumran. They include 
the Hebrew version of Sirach (ca. 180 B.C.), Tobit 
(190-170 B.C.), an Aramaic version of Tobit, a 
Greek version of the Epistle of Jeremiah (ca. 50 
B.C.), Jubilees (150 B.C.), an Aramaic version of Enoch 
(ca. A.D. 1-10 but no date available for the original 
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form of Enoch), and the Testaments of the Twelve Pa- 
triarchs (pre—A.D. 70), all of which are of special in- 
terest because they indicate the theological outlook 
and “nonorthodox” tendencies in Palestine during 
early Christianity. 

(5) The Significance of These Finds for Under- 
standing the Development of the Old Testament 
Canon. All of the writings of the current OT canon 
except Esther were found at Qumran. The implica- 
tion that many scholars draw from this is that the 
Qumran community had the same biblical canon 
as those in the rabbinic tradition of the second cen- 
tury A.D. Bruce, for instance, concludes that “it is 
probable, indeed, that by the beginning of the 
Christian era the Essenes (including the Qumran 
community) were in substantial agreement with 
the Pharisees and Sadducees about the limits of the 
Hebrew scripture.”?? Beckwith also argues that the 
presence of the OT canonical books at Qumran, 
save Esther, points to the acceptance of the same 
biblical canon as the one found in Pharisaic Juda- 


ism.°° Parallels with Pharisaic Judaism in some of 
the books found at Qumran, however, do not sup- 
port the conclusion that they utilized the same bib- 
lical canon. The Qumran texts include more than 
the OT canonical books, which suggests that their 
collection of sacred texts was considerably broader 
than the current OT biblical canon. 

Yigael Yadin, for example, has argued convinc- 
ingly that the Temple Scroll was venerated as the 
Essene Torah and held to be equal in importance to 
the traditional Torah.*! He points out that the 
Tetragrammaton, the four letters YHWH that form 
the unpronounced name of God in the Hebrew 
Scriptures, is replaced in the Pentateuch with the 
personal pronouns “I” or “me.” He cites an ex- 
ample from Num 30:3 in which the Temple Scroll 
states, “When a woman vows a vow to me,” replac- 
ing the traditional Torah, which says instead, 
“when a woman vows a vow to the Lord.”? His 
point is that the author wished to present the law 
as if it came directly from God himself rather than 


A view from Cave 5 at Qumran with the Dead Sea in the background and 
the site of Cave 4 in the center. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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through Moses. Yadin also observes that a square 
Aramaic script is used in the Temple Scroll to write 
the name of God just as in the other biblical books, 
a further indication to him that this scroll was 
viewed canonically, or as sacred literature, by the 
people at Qumran. More important, however, is 
Yadin’s observation that the scroll, though thirty 
feet long, was copied several times at Qumran, 
more times than the scroll of Isaiah. This leads 
him, among other reasons, to conclude that “the 
Temple Scroll was, for the Essenes, a holy canoni- 
cal book on par, for them, with the other books of 
the Bible.”*? 

There also existed at Qumran a common prac- 
tice of altering and changing the biblical texts. This 
did not seem to them to violate any understanding 
of the sacredness of the texts they were examining. 
In the OT and the NT, as well as in the rabbinic tra- 
dition, there is a command against changing or al- 
tering the sacred text. For instance, Deut 4:2 com- 
mands: “You must neither add anything to what I 
command you nor take away anything from it, but 
keep the commandments of the LORD your God 
with which I am charging you.” The command is 
repeated in Deut 12:32: “You must diligently ob- 
serve everything that I command you: do not add 
to it or take anything from it.” Finally, in Rev 
22:18-19, the author employs the Deuteronomy 
tradition to establish the sacredness of his own 
work and commands his readers: 


I warn everyone who hears the words of the proph- 
ecy of this book: if anyone adds to them, God will add 
to that person the plagues described in this book; if 
anyone takes away from the words of the book of 
this prophecy, God will take away that person’s 
share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which 
are described in this book. 


The Essene community, however, changed and 
altered the sacred texts regularly. Silver has brought 
to our attention how the scribes at Qumran not 
only felt free to alter the order and wording of the 
Psalms, even to the point of adding the refrain 
“Praised be the Lord and praised be His name for- 
ever and ever” after each verse of Ps 145, but also 
changed the script, spelling, grammar, and content 
of the two scrolls of Isaiah found in cave 1. He un- 
derscores that at the time of the writing of the 
scrolls at Qumran there were no agreed-upon for- 
mal methods for the presentation of the sacred 
writings. Even the Torah, Prophets, and Writings 


had sentences deleted or added, and such matters 
as word division, syntax, and spelling do not ap- 
pear to have been of primary concern to the scribes 
at Qumran. He concludes from this that although 
in prerabbinic times the Law, Prophets, and Psalms 
carried a large degree of authority in the Qumran 
community, they had not as yet attained the status 
given to Scripture by later rabbinic schools that 
copied every letter and word as accurately as pos- 
sible. This supports the idea that the concept of 
Scripture as inviolable was not uniformly under- 
stood or followed by at least the Essenes in the first 
century A.D. Did the Essenes have a different view 
of the Scriptures than other sects of Judaism? 

Neusner accepts that the Essene community 
held to a much wider collection of sacred and au- 
thoritative literature than the other Jews in the 
land of Israel. 


The Essene’s library at Qumran encompassed a di- 
verse group of writings, surely received as authorita- 
tive and holy, that other Jews did not know within 
their canon. .. . We have no evidence that the rela- 
tion to the canon of Scripture of the Manual of Disci- 
pline, the Hymns, the War Scroll, or the Damascus 
Covenant perplexed the teacher of righteousness and 
the other holy priests of the Essene community. To 
the contrary, these documents at Qumran appear 
side by side with the ones we now know as canonical 
Scripture. 


This evidence argues for notions of Scripture 
and canon in the Judaisms of the first century A.D. 
different from those in later rabbinic and Christian 
traditions. 

f. The Influence and Significance of the Essenes. 
Several observations should be made about Qumran 
and the Essenes before concluding this discussion. 
(1) There were Essene centers besides that at 
Qumran. As noted, some of their literature (though 
in a much later form) has been found in a genizah 
of an old synagogue in Cairo. Philo, a Jewish writer 
approximately contemporary with Jesus, lived in 
Egypt and was apparently aware of the Essenes 
(Good Person 12-13.75). (2) John the Baptist, who 
was born into a priestly family (Luke 1:5-10), evi- 
dently rejected his rightful claim to be a priest and 
came “out of the wilderness” (Mark 1:4—-5) preach- 
ing the message of Isa 40:3, a very popular text 
among the Essenes. He was wearing clothing com- 
mon among them and eating food typical of their 
diet (Mark 1:6). His message focused on the com- 
ing kingdom of God and called for a baptism of 
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repentance for the forgiveness of sins (Mark 1:4—5). 
These teachings, too, were characteristic of the 
Qumran community; Joh:’s particular kind of 
baptism, however, was different from that at 
Qumran. (3) Not all of the Essenes stayed at camps 
such as the one at Qumran; some of them sold 
their goods in the market. Although most of them 
appear to have practiced celibacy, some of them 
also allowed marriage. It is possible that their influ- 
ence and sympathetic hearing in Egypt influenced 
Christians at the end of the second century A.D. es- 
pecially in their views of marriage and monasti- 
cism. These views are expressed quite clearly and 
approvingly by Clement of Alexandria ca. A.D. 
170-180. (4) The OT manuscripts found at Qumran 
are in Hebrew and are fully a thousand years ear- 
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lier than all previously found copies of the Hebrew 
Scriptures. 

g. Final Questions. Did early Christianity bor- 
row any of its views or ideas from the Essenes? It is 
difficult to answer that question with any preci- 
sion, even though there are numerous parallels be- 
tween the two groups and, as noted above, they 
may have influenced a later generation of Chris- 
tians. If some Essenes did respond to the Christian 
message, it is not unlikely that many of the Essene 
ideas and practices were brought with them into 
the Christian faith. There certainly were precedents 
for this. On the other hand, since the Christian 
writings of Paul and quite possibly Mark were 
likely written before A.D. 70 and the only other 
Jewish literature from this period is the writings 


TABLE 


Manual of Discipline (Rule of the 
Community, Serek hayyahad) 
(1QS) 


Appendix A (Rule of the Congre- 
gation) to 1QS (1QSa) 


and offer more council rules. 


QUMRAN SECTARIAN DOCUMENTS 


Damascus Document (CD) Zadokite fragment found in Cairo, 1895. The Qumran manuscripts are versions of CD, which ap- 


pears to be a later version of the Rule of the Community in |QS. 


Rules of life for the community, including (a) aims and ideals, (b) annual-census instructions covering 
moral outlook (humility), (c) a treatise on the spirits of good and evil, (d) regulations regarding 
obedience, (e) an oath of allegiance, and (f) a hymn about calendar details and secrecy of doctrine. 


Supplementary provisions for instruction that describe the treatment of the aged and mentally ill 


= 


3-1 


— 


Appendix B (Blessings) to 10S 
(1QSb) 


War Scroll (1QM) (Milhamah) 


38-39; Daniel). 
| been (Thanksgiving Hymns) 
(1QH) 


Florilegia (or testimony books) 


Genesis Apocryphon (Lamech 


Scroll) ({QapGen) Aramaic. 


A handbook of benedictions for members and officials. 


A nineteen-column document containing instructions on the preparations for the great eschato- 
logical battle, when the universal dominion of God's holy race will be established (cf. Ezek 


Scroll containing thirty hymns, many of which are thanksgivings for salvation and knowledge. 
Somewhat parallel to the canonical Psalms, they are more individualistic. 


Fragments Liturgical and astrolcgical 
Three fragments from cave 4 with assembled selections from OT passages. 


Similar to Jubilees and contains a rewritten and “modernized” version of parts of Genesis in 
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Temple Scroll (11QTemple} 


Over 30 feet long, highly influential in the Qumran community. This document is discussed above. | 
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found at Qumran, the similarities could reflect 
more an example of what was typical of the vari- 
ous expressions of Judaism in the first century than 
some dependence or influence by one group on the 
other. After the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 
and the fall of Masada in A.D. 73, some of the 
Essenes joined with the Ebionite Christians. These 
were conservative Jewish Christians who kept the 
law and believed that Jesus was a human being, an 
angel, or a spirit but not a divine being. These 
Christians lived in Palestine and Syria and contin- 
ued to keep the Mosaic law and confess faith in 
Jesus as their Messiah. 


3. THE GRECO-ROMAN CONTEXT OF 
EARLY CHRISTIANITY 


A. The Social World 


1. The Sources 


There are many primary resources available for 
dealing with the social context of the Greco-Roman 
world at the time when Christian faith was born. 
The sources include numerous ancient histories; 
biographies; biblical commentaries; theological and 
philosophical treatises; the writings of Pliny, 
Josephus, Tacitus, Suetonius, Philo, Cicero, and 
Clement of Rome; many second-century Christian 
texts that reflect the social context of the Roman 
Empire and early Christianity, including those of 
Polycarp and Ignatius; and the writings of the 
fourth-century church historian Eusebius. Indeed, 
it is accurate to say that the Greco-Roman world is 
the best-documented society of the ancient world.© 


2. The Broader Context 


With the civil wars and murder of Julius Caesar 
in 44 B.C., the Roman republic came to an end. The 
successor to the republic was Octavian (Caesar Au- 
gustus, 27 B.C.-A.D. 14), who became the architect 
for the emergence of the Roman Empire and the es- 
tablishment of what is known as the Pax Romana, 
a period of almost two hundred years of relative 
tranquility in the Mediterranean world.” The 
change from republic to empire made little differ- 
ence to those already subject to Rome, but with the 
reign of Octavian, many of the inner turmoils and 


conflicts in the empire came to an end. Several 
changes in this period dramatically affected the 
way things were done, including the development 
of a better means for collecting taxes. Instead of 
private companies—which frequently extorted the 
citizens with heavy taxations—now civil servants 
were employed. The situation did improve for the 
people under this system, even though there were 
still isolated pockets of the empire where extortion 
continued. Roman control over local affairs re- 
mained much the same, in that many of the prov- 
inces in the empire were administered by Roman 
governors, or by procurators who were agents of 
the state and looked after its affairs in the absence 
of the governors. Normally the procurators were 
freedmen or members of the equestrian class (see 
sec. 3, below), and in the imperial provinces the 
procurator was under a legate (or envoy of the em- 
peror) who looked after the interests of the em- 
peror. Procurators were most often dependent 
upon the governors of larger provinces, and so it 
seems that Pilate was subject to Quirinius of Syria 
(Luke 2:1-2). The authority of the governors and 
the procurators was supported by legionary or an- 
cillary military troops. There were, for example, 
twenty-four to twenty-eight legions stationed in 
various trouble spots on the frontiers of the empire. 
A legion consisted of approximately 5,400 to 6,000 
men. Two such legions were located in Egypt in the 
first century. An Italian cohort was normally sta- 
tioned where loyalty was especially important and 
where it was suspected that trouble would likely 
emerge; one such was apparently at Caesarea (Acts 
10:1). 


3. The Social Structure®® 


The social structure of the Roman Empire con- 
sisted essentially of five classes of people: (1) mem- 
bers of the Roman senatorial families, who had 
such positions because of great wealth; (2) mem- 
bers of the equestrian class, who arrived at their 
positions because of wealth or because of signifi- 
cant contributions to the service of the state; (3) 
freemen and freewomen, who were born as free 
Roman citizens and who may or may not have 
been wealthy; (4) freed men and women, who had 
bought their freedom or had it purchased for them; 
(5) slaves, whose indenture ran the gamut from im- 
mensely dangerous work, such as in mines, to 
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trusted positions in a household. Some slaves were 
allowed to buy their freedom and citizenship, but 
their wages were often quite low, making it ex- 
tremely difficult to do this.°? The rights of citizens 
included the right of appeal, even to the emperor or 


A bronze coin of the Roman procurator Pontius Pilate, 
struck in A.D. 31. Greek inscriptions: “Of Tiberius 
Caesar” and, around the wreath, “Year 18.” Photo © 
Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


to his highest court if need be, the right of trial, 
and exemption from some of the local taxes and 
certain forms of punishment. Citizenship was 
clearly a highly prized possession, and in Acts we 
can see that Paul’s Roman citizenship and conse- 
quent rights helped him out of several difficulties 
and even saved his life (Acts 16:37~39; 22:25-29; 
25:9-12),°° 


4. Trade 


Trade, quite active in the first century A.D., was 
the primary purpose for the development of an 
elaborate network of well-built roads and safe ship- 
ping routes. Food, especially grain, was regularly 
brought to Rome from the Nile Valley in Egypt, as 
seen in Acts 27:6, where, for his journey to Rome, 
Paul was placed on a commercial ship delivering 
food from Egypt. Rhodes supplied wine to cities all 
over the Mediterranean world, and spices were 
brought to the west from the east through Caesarea 
Maritima on the coast of Palestine. This port was 
built by Herod the Great, who played a major role 
in the shipping of spices to other parts of the em- 
pire, spices being essential for preserving foods 
without refrigeration in the ancient world. 


As a result of the advanced roads and shipping 
lines, it was possible to transport troops through- 
out the empire. Correspondence was sent to most 
of the empire’s cities with little or no difficulty, al- 
though there was no official system of transporta- 
tion for private mail. As a result of the low wages 
for slaves, wages for freemen and freewomen were 
low throughout the empire, but this also meant 
that prices were low. The rich, who usually had 
their riches from land ownership and tended to be- 
come richer and richer, enjoyed many privileges 
from the state but could also be the objects of very 
real threat from the emperors, risking the loss of 
everything they had acquired by the wrong politi- 
cal choices and their support or lack of support for 
political candidates. 


5, Education 


Considerable emphasis was placed on educa- 
tion in the first century, and there was relatively 
high literacy in many parts of the Roman Empire. 
It is estimated that, at the very most, 20-30 percent 
of males in the Hellenistic world were literate— 
that is, able to read and write their own lan- 
guage.®! It was expected that those higher up on 
the social and economic scale would be literate, 
while those lower down were less likely to be. The 
educational system was divided into three stages, 
with elementary, intermediate, and advanced train- 
ing. Although girls could participate in the lowest 
level, the higher levels were reserved mostly for 
boys and men, including the highest level, the 
gymnasium. Whereas basic reading and writing 
were learned at the lowest level, at the highest 
level the student learned how to be a good citizen 
and received formal training in rhetoric. Rhetori- 
cal training was a complex process that included 
taking various theses and defending or opposing 
them. Rhetoric was designed to enable the student 
to undertake the necessary advocacy of ideas that a 
citizen might be called upon to render. There is 
considerable discussion about how applicable an- 
cient rhetoric is to interpreting the NT (see ch. 2, 
above). Examples of rhetoric can be found in sev- 
eral places in the NT, such as in Acts 17:22-31, 
where Paul addresses the philosophers in Athens. 
Only skeptics argued for the relativity of all human 
opinions, especially in regard to religion. Most oth- 
ers had opinions that were strongly defended. 
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Throughout the empire, there was a common 
acceptance of belief in the gods and in the impor- 
tance of strong moral teaching, regardless of wide- 
spread moral decadence. Doctrines about the gods 
were generally given less value than those empha- 
sizing virtue. The Stoics were largely responsible 
for this, focusing on four main virtues: justice, 
courage, sobriety (see Eph 5:18), and understand- 
ing.°* They often compiled lists of virtues and vices 
(see parallels in Gal 5:22—23; 5:19-21a). They pub- 
lished summaries of the duties of fathers to children 
and vice versa, as well as the household duties of 
husbands and wives, masters and slaves (see simi- 
lar lists in Eph 5:21~-6:9; Col 3:18-22). The Stoics 
also exhorted individuals to accept social responsi- 
bility, the primary way to find inner freedom. In 
their exhortations, they developed the “diatribe,” 
which was a lively moral address delivered in a 
semiconversational style. Examples of this can be 
found throughout Romans, especially chs. 2-3, 
6-7. Paul appears to have been well versed in Stoic 
and other Hellenistic patterns of communication.™ 


6. The Cosmos 


Beliefs about the earth as the center of the uni- 
verse were widespread in the Greco-Roman world. 
Pliny the Elder in his Natural History also taught 
that the earth was spherical, not flat. We see a 
similar idea in Isa 40:22, where the circle or sphere 
of the earth is mentioned. Although many people 
followed the examples of the Roman emperors and 
believed that the stars governed people’s lives, 
Christian writers insisted upon freedom from astral 
determination. The statements in Col 1:20 that 
Christ reconciles all things, whether things upon 
the earth or things in the heavens, and in Col 2:15 
that all “rulers and authorities” are overcome might 
well be direct responses to Hellenistic cosmology™ 
(cf. also Rom 8:39, where there may be a reference 
to astral notions). 

As the gospel was going out into the Greco- 
Roman world, the Christian message had to be 
adapted to the intellectual, social, and theological 
situation of its audience. Paul’s teachings on the 
future and the wrath of God, for example, made no 
sense to his hearers until he spoke of moral respon- 
sibility and consequently of God’s judgment (Rom 
1:18-3:20). The author of 2 Peter reflects Stoic 
views of the cosmos when he states that the earth 


was made out of water and through water (2 Pet 
3:5) and that a fiery catastrophe awaits the end of 
the age (3:7, 10, 1a? 


B. Religion 
1. The Gods 


Most religions in the Roman Empire were civic; 
that is, the gods were recognized by the state and 
by local cities. Priesthoods, including those in Pal- 
estine, were reserved in most instances for promi- 
nent citizens. Before the first century, similarities in 
the Greek and Roman deities were widely recog- 
nized, and in several instances they were acknowl- 
edged to be identical. Jupiter and Zeus, for example, 
were seen as the same god. 

Religion in the Greco-Roman world was varied 
and complex. In essence, it was polytheistic and 
closely related to astrology and magic. In Rome, re- 
ligion was more public and less private than in 
other parts of the empire and was supported and 
regulated by the state. Many new cults emerged 
during the Roman era, and most were respected by 
the state; at times they were even embraced by the 
Romans, who often built temples in honor of for- 
eign deities. 

During the first century B.C., Julius Caesar, 
Lepidus, and Augustus (Octavian) took upon them- 
selves the title pontifex maximus (chief priest) of the 
state. The title became essentially political, but 
when Augustus came to power, he rebuilt and re- 
stored some eighty-two temples, taking the title 
very seriously. The term was also used by the 
bishop of Rome from the fifth century onward. The 
deeply religious Romans were basically followers of 
a peasant farmer’s religion. Sacrifices and sacred 
processions were employed to bless the fields. The 
peasantry believed themselves to be surrounded, 
protected—or threatened—by gods or powers. A 
strict formalism, therefore, was involved in the ob- 
servance of religion, whether in sacramental acts 
or in prayer. 

Among the Roman gods Jupiter was by far the 
most powerful deity, lord of heaven’s vault of thun- 
derbolts. He became the Roman state deity. Other 
gods in the pantheon included Juno (Hera, in Greek 
mythology), the protectress of women, queen of 
heaven, and wife of Jupiter, and Minerva (Athena), 
the goddess of craftsmen. Besides this powerful 
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The temple of Apollo at Delphi, north of the 
Corinthian Gulf. The Delphic inscription that 
identifies Gallio in Corinth (see Acts 18:12) and 
provides one of the few sure dates of the NT era was 
found here. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


Roman triad, Mars (Ares) was the god of war and 
of hard labor in the fields, Saturn (Cronus) the god 
of agriculture, and Vesta (Hestia) the guardian of 
the fire entrusted to the care of the vestal virgins. 


Also important in the Roman pantheon were Ceres 
(Demeter), the goddess of fertility; Mercury (Her- 
mes), the protector of shopkeepers; and Vulcan 
(Hephaestus), the god of fire and smiths. Neptune 
(Poseidon) was recognized as the deity of all waters 
and seas, Diana (Artemis) as the patron goddess of 
women and slaves, and Fortuna as the mistress of 
good luck; later Venus (Aphrodite) became the 
goddess of love. To these more prominent gods 
many others were added. Foreign deities were readily 
accepted by the Romans, who wanted to appease 
the foreign sources of supernatural power.°8 

The importance of the gods to the Romans is 
seen in Livy’s History: “You will find that those 
who followed the gods had every success, while 
those who disregarded them were visited with mis- 
fortune” (5.51.5). The Romans did not directly com- 
municate with their deities or pray to them in the 
way that Christians think of prayer. The impor- 
tance of addressing the proper gods by their proper 
names and in the proper ways meant that prayer 
often took place with the aid of someone else, such 


The Polygonal Wall at Delphi dates to the sixth century B.C. and contains numerous inscriptions. 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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as state priests (pontifices).©? The pontifices were 
often men of great power, and the majority of them 
reached official political positions at the consulate 
and praetorship levels. 

By and large, the Romans were tolerant of for- 
eign cults, but this tolerance was matched by intol- 
erance and hostility toward any threat to the mo- 
rality taught by the state, to the traditions of the 
Romans, and to public order. Often persecutions of 
Christians came when these interests of the Romans 
were perceived to be threatened. When Christians 
were accused, for example, of incest, atheism, and 
cannibalism,” the state believed that it should in- 
tervene. When Christians questioned or refused 
to worship or sacrifice to the state-recognized 
gods, then Christianity was deemed a threat to the 
empire and in need of strict monitoring, if not 
extermination. 

As a part of the hellenization of the Roman Em- 
pire, there was a tendency to amalgamate cults 
and gods and mix various sets of religious and 
philosophical beliefs.’ This syncretism, for ex- 
ample, is seen in the worship of the Egyptian god- 
dess Isis in Rome during the first century A.D. A 
special temple, sometimes called the Red Hall and 
later the Red Court—eventually converted into a 
Christian church—still partly stands in Pergamum, 
built in the second century by the Romans in 
honor of the Egyptian god Serapis. Gods and god- 
desses of subject peoples throughout the empire 
found wide acceptance in Rome. Worship of the 
gods was led and conducted primarily by priests 
who wore vestments and perpetuated rituals often 
of an exotic nature—using incense, for example. 
Purification and/or initiatory rites were required in 
most state-recognized religions, and such rites were 
believed to lead to a better moral character. 


2. Emperor Worship 


After the death of Julius Caesar, the Roman 
senate often voted to deify emperors who had 
died—for example, Claudius, Vespasian, and Titus, 
according to Suetonius.’? Often a prominent per- 
son in the empire testified to seeing the soul of the 
befallen emperor wing heavenward when the body 
was cremated (cf. Acts 1:8-11). In the first century 
three emperors claimed that they were divine 
(Caligula, Nero, and Domitian), but when they 
died, the Roman senate did not vote them so. It ap- 


pears that those who made such a decision for 
themselves were rejected by the Roman senate. 

Precedent for the divinization of rulers went 
back at least as far as Alexander the Great, and it 
was encouraged by various Hellenistic kings, espe- 
cially in the east. The practice of emperor worship 
was never universal, and its regulated practice 
seems to have originated in Asia Minor, the center 
of the ancient imperial cult (Rev 13:15). After Julius 
Caesar’s death, Augustus had him deified. Al- 
though Augustus was careful not to be seen as pro- 
moting his own deification in Rome, he allowed 
himself to be heralded as “son of God” and “savior” 
in some eastern cities. Augustus allowed himself to 
be venerated as a god, but he would only allow a 
temple to be erected in his honor if the goddess 
Roma was also included. Suetonius writes of Au- 
gustus: “Although it was already known to him 
that even proconsuls often had temples erected in 
their honor, he never allowed this to be done in his 
own case unless the name of the goddess Roma 
was added to his” (Aug. 52). The first temples 
erected for Roma and Augustus were at Pergamum 
and Nicomedia in 29 B.C. More interesting for the 
study of early Christianity are some of the titles at- 
tributed to Augustus and other Caesars. Perhaps 
three of the most famous records for these are the 
Priene inscription of 9 B.C. that heralds Augustus’s 
birthday as the “good news” of the birthday of the 
god (OGIS 458), an inscription on a column from 
Pergamum that calls Augustus “god” and “son of 
God” (IGR 4.309), and an inscription from Greece 
proclaiming Julius Caesar as “savior” (IG 12.5.557). 
What Augustus started became increasingly for- 
malized in the first century. The first example of 
compulsory veneration or worship of an emperor is 
recorded in the writings of the Roman governor 
Pliny the Younger (ca. A.D. 112) during an investi- 
gation of Christians (Ep. 10). It was clearly present 
at Pergamum, where Hadrian had an imperial sanc- 
tuary, the Trajaneum, built where both his adop- 
tive father, Trajan, and Zeus were honored and 
worshiped. Later Hadrian himself was also honored 
there.” 


3. The Mystery Religions’* 


The growing inclusion of foreign deities brought 
confusion to the Roman people, and there was a 
blurring of the ancient religious distinctions common 
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A wall with inscriptions of sacred oracles at Delphi. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


to Rome. The result was more interest in the mono- 
theistic religions of the east, Judaism and Chris- 
tianity. Of particular interest to Christian origins 
is the study of the mystery religions of the east, 
originating with the Great Mother, Kybele. Our 
knowledge of some of the mystery religions is lim- 
ited. One major source, the Hermetic Corpus,”> isa 
compilation of various documents, largely written 
several hundred years after the religions had 
flourished. These religions focused primarily on 
weak, suffering, and insecure persons and prom- 
ised cleansing and purification as well as salvation 
and eternal bliss. Interestingly, the Roman army 
was especially interested in Mithraism. Mystery 
religions offered to every individual direct encoun- 
ters with the divine and communion with the 
deity whose death and resurrection were again and 
again experienced. They also had an initiatory rite 
of baptism. The parallels with early Christianity are 
in some instances remarkable and have been the 
source of numerous scholarly discussions and de- 
bates. The mysteries of the Persian god Mithras 
were introduced among the Romans by men cap- 
tured from Cilicia during Roman military cam- 


paigns and brought back to Rome by Pompey. The 
greatest period of influence among the Romans 
was during the second and third centuries A.D., 
when officers of the Roman legions openly es- 
poused this religious practice. In the second cen- 
tury, even Aurelian and other emperors recognized 
Mithras as the supreme deity of the empire.”° The 
parallels with Christianity have been overdrawn, 
however, since most forms of mystery religions 
did not flourish in the areas where Christianity 
did until after Christianity was well established. 
Paul, on the other hand, may be addressing a 
form of mystery cult when he instructs the Chris- 
tians of Ephesus (Eph 5:18) not to be drunk with 
wine but to be filled with the spirit (see Euripides, 
Bacch. 278-301), but it is clear that he rejects their 
influence. 


4. Sibylline and Delphic Oracles 


Sibylla, the name of a legendary prophetess in 
ancient Greece, was given to a group of women who 
made prophetic utterances, often in an apocalyptic 


86 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


and charismatic style. Romans and Greeks applied 
the term “sibyl” to aged and inspired women 
who, in a state of ecstasy, prophesied coming 
events and gave to their listeners the decisions of 
the gods, especially Apollo, on important matters 
facing the state or individuals. Augustus consid- 
ered some of the oracles subversive and had two 
thousand volumes of sibylline oracles destroyed. 
Some Jews used the oracle as a means of dissemi- 
nating propaganda, claiming that the daughter-in- 
law of Noah was cast into this role and made 
prophecies (Sib. Or. 3:823-827). Some of the Chris- 
tians also adopted this sibylline style of prophesy- 
ing from the Jews. Many of them even embraced 
some of the Latin sibylline oracles without critical 
discernment. 

In the sixth century A.D., both Jewish and Chris- 
tian oracles were gathered together into fifteen 
books, the Sibylline Oracles, of which twelve now 
survive. Books 9, 10, and 15 are missing. Books 6-8 
and 13 are Christian; in them the Christians’ hatred 
for the Romans is intense. Books 3-5 are mostly 
Jewish; in them the unity and sovereignty of God 
are emphasized, as is opposition to the practice of 
idolatry and the moral corruptions of paganism. 
There is also considerable discussion of God’s 
judgments of various groups of people. Book 3 also 
contains elements from both Egyptian and Roman 
traditions dating from 170 to 116 B.C. and from 43 
to 30 B.C. Book 4 sheds light on events in Palestine 
from A.D. 68 to 69. Book 5 is concerned with Jeru- 
salem shortly after the destruction of Jerusalem in 
A.D. 70 and the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. Prob- 
ably composed in Egypt, it speaks about the Roman 
emperors Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, Marcus Aurelius, 
and Lucius Verus.”” , 

Of special interest here is the impact that the 
inspirational Delphic oracles had on people through- 
out the Roman Empire in the first century A.D. The 
oracles had possessed their greatest significance 
several centuries before the Christian era, but they 
still had considerable influence in the world of the 
first Christian missionaries. The Greek god Apollo, 
the son of Zeus, had a stronger influence on Greek 
culture than any other god of the Greek pantheon. 
It was believed that he was the god who punished 
humans and whose arrows brought destruction 
and death to people. He is most often pictured with 
a bow and arrows. He was also believed to be the 
helper of people and the father of medicine. 


There were numerous oracles offered in the 
name of Apollo at Delphi, a small city located at the 
foot of Mount Parnassus in Phocis, and people came 
from all over the Greco-Roman world to consult with 
Apollo through the women who were the media for 
receiving and transmitting the oracles. The temple 
there was constructed over a cavern from which 
vapors arose. Some believed that the vapors were 
the breath of Apollo influencing the oracles to 
speak. As the priestesses sat upon a tripod over the 
cavern and inhaled the vapors, they reportedly 
would go into a trance and mutter words that 
were then written down and interpreted by the 
attending priest, called a mpoditns¢ (prophétés; 
“prophet,” “seer”). Some scholars have argued that 
the vapors from the cavern were gaseous fumes 
that produced the trances, but this is not certain. 
Some of the words from the trances were probably 
not unlike the sounds of tongues that are men- 
tioned in 1 Cor 12-14 and in Acts 2:4; 19:6. The 
prophets would give the translation of these words 
to the pilgrims who ventured to Delphi for answers 
to both personal issues and major issues, such as 
whether to go out in battle against a certain enemy 
or whether to raise or decrease taxes. 

Delphi was the city from which the proconsul 
of Achaia, Gallio, came to visit Corinth in A.D. 
51/52 (Acts 18:12-16). Gallio was the brother of the 
philosopher Seneca, who was then proconsul of 
Asia. Gallio’s presence in Corinth is evidence that 
there was important contact between the two cit- 
ies. In the NT, the only place where there seems to 
have been a problem with an overemphasis on 
“tongues” was Corinth, which is but a brief jour- 
ney by boat almost straight south from Delphi, and 
just a little longer by land. Since divinations were 
an important part of Delphi, it is easy to see how 
this gift would be prized among the Christians at 
Corinth. In the ancient world, there were two very 
important goods that every Greek desired from the 
gods: prophetic advice and healing. Prophetic ad- 
vice was found especially at Delphi from Apollo’s 
oracular shrine, and healing came from the various 
Asclepion sanctuaries spread throughout Greece 
and Asia Minor, chiefly at Epidaurus, Corinth, Ath- 
ens, and Pergamum but also elsewhere, including 
two reportedly found in Jerusalem.’® 

One of the most certain dates for establishing 
the time of Paul’s epistles comes from a comment 
in Acts 18:12-17, in which Paul stands before 
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Gallio. A Latin inscription bearing Gallio’s name 
has been found at Delphi. His full name was Lucius 
Junius Annaeus Gallio, and he held several impor- 
tant civil posts in the Roman Empire. The inscrip- 
tion bearing his name indicates that Gallio was 
proconsul at Achaia at the time of the twenty-sixth 
accolade given to Emperor Claudius, which can be 
dated between A.D. 51/52 and A.D. 52/53. From this 
and Paul’s testimony in 1 Cor 3:5-15, it appears 
that Paul was in Corinth in A.D. 51/52, and ap- 
peared before Gallio somewhere between July and 
October of A.D. 51/52, shortly after Gallio came to 
office. From this, the dates of the journeys of Paul 
can be calculated according to the sequence of 
events in Acts. The inscription reads in English as 
follows, with probable restorations in brackets: 


Tiberius [Claudius] Caesar Augustus Germanicus... 
{in his tribunician] power [year 12, acclaimed em- 
peror] the 26th time, father of the country... 
[Lucius] Junius Gallio my friend and [pro]consul [of 
Achaia wrote]... z 


The city of Delphi and its oracles were referred 
to in various ways in the ancient world; see, for ex- 
ample, Homer, Od. 8.80, 11.580. The city, which the 
Greeks believed to be the center of the earth, was 
earlier called Pytho. Later the name Pythian Apollo 
was given to the shrine at Delphi. The spirit that 
inspired the priestess was known as the Python. 
Annual Pythian games held at the stadium at 
Delphi drew large crowds of forty to fifty thousand. 
The woman who was exorcised by Paul in Acts 
16:16 at Philippi is said to have had a “spirit of divi- 
nation”; the Greek word here for “divination” is 
Tv8ova (pythdna)! The young woman was prob- 
ably an oracle of Apollo, possibly even from Delphi: 
at least she functioned like one. 


C. Christianity and Hellenism 


Christianity, although based in its earliest 
stages within Judaism, was from the outset a part 
of Greco-Roman thought and culture. Indeed, both 
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Christianity and Judaism were part of the larger 
world of Hellenistic culture and thought and show 
significant signs of developing within this milieu.°° 

One of the primary accomplishments of Alex- 
ander the Great was to spread Greek culture wher- 
ever he went. On the other hand, Hellenism also 
accommodated, and even assimilated, many other 
religions and cultures. Hellenism was characterized 
by this syncretism—an amalgamation of the arts, 
philosophies, and faiths of all peoples. In the pro- 
cess of dissemination, Hellenism itself experienced 
a modification and transformation no less profound. 

At the birth of Christianity, although Rome 
had become the dominant power in terms of mili- 
tary strength, economics, and governmental struc- 
tures, the Greek language remained dominant for 
several centuries even in Rome itself. Because of 
the size of the Hellenistic world surrounding the 
Mediterranean Sea, and the sense many had of 
being part of a large and increasingly impersonal 
world, there was an emphasis upon the individual 
and his or her place in such a world. Many had 
also become concerned with their eternal destinies. 
Roman conquests had flooded the slave markets 
with people whose value to society was considered 


little; consequently, many slaves were being ex- 
ploited. In this atmosphere, many philosophers 
began to focus on the value of the human soul. As 
a result, Paul could preach effectively on the “re- 
demption” of the individual, and Christianity found 
fertile soil for its message of a Redeemer who frees 
people from bondage and prepares them to meet 
God. Idolatry was also prevalent in the Roman Em- 
pire (Acts 17:6), and in the first century the prac- 
tice had many critics. Strabo (Geog. 9.1.12, 16), for 
instance, wrote, “Attica is a possession of the gods . 
who seized it as a sanctuary for themselves”—a ref- 
erence to the pagan shrines in and around Athens. 
Many people seemed ready for a change, and the 
religions that offered the only real alternatives to 
polytheism were Judaism and Christianity. 

As Christians moved forward into the Greco- 
Roman world with their gospel, the availability of a 
single language and culture, which allowed for 
easy communication, the well-constructed Roman 
roads, and the Pax Romana greatly facilitated their 
ability to evangelize. These factors, along with an 
openness and readiness in many sectors of the em- 
pire, brought remarkable successes in the early 
church’s mission. 
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THE QUEST FOR THE HISTORICAL JESUS: 


Recent Life-of-Jesus Research 


1. INTRODUCTION TO LIFE-OF-JESUS 
RESEARCH 


Before focusing on the primary events in the 
life of Jesus, it is important to understand some- 
thing of the history and background of research in 
this area of study. Although many laypersons in 
the church are unaware of this field, it plays a sig- 
nificant role in most academic centers for theologi- 
cal study and ministry preparation today. Indeed, 
life-of-Jesus research (Ger., Leben Jesu Forschung), 
sometimes known as “historical Jesus” research, 
where Jesus’ life and ministry are examined from a 
historical perspective, is often at variance with the 
so-called Christ of faith of the church’s confessions 
and ministry. We will examine the major events of 
Jesus’ life and teaching in the next two chapters 
(chs. 5 and 6) from both historical and faith per- 
spectives. In other words, while we are examining 
the story of Jesus, we will try to be faithful to the 
historian’s craft without diminishing the value of 
the Christ who is experienced through faith. To 
justify this approach, however, we must make a 
brief detour to clarify what has been going on in 
life-of-Jesus research. As noted in the chapter on 
historical methodology, Jesus’ life demands a differ- 
ent set of historical assumptions from those nor- 
mally used in simple historical reconstructions of 


past events or personalities. Some aspects of Jesus’ 
life are not historically verifiable, since they do not 
match the experience of the critical historian and 
are loaded with theological implications. These events 
are, however, recorded in the canonical Gospels 
and form part of the image of the “real Jesus” for 
the church. 


2. THE QUEST FOR THE 
HISTORICAL JESUS 


Speaking of the historical Jesus brings to mind 
the possibility of an “unhistorical Jesus.” What are 
scholars talking about when they talk and write 
about the historical Jesus? Some scholars believe 
that the Jesus of the church’s confession is “un- 
real”—a product of legend and mythology. The 
“real Jesus” for them is a human being who lived in 
antiquity without all of the ecclesiological accre- 
tions that have been added to him over the years as 
the object of the church’s confessions. The real 
Jesus, according to some scholars, did not walk on 
water, did not believe that he was the Messiah, and 
was not resurrected.‘Whom, then, are scholars 
talking about when they talk and write about the 
historical Jesus? We will answer this question in 


Chapter 4 / The Quest for the Historical Jesus 


part by surveying the four phases of the quest to 
discover the identity of the Jesus of history. 


A. The First Quest for the 
Historical Jesus 


The term “historical Jesus” became common 
parlance among biblical scholars when Albert 
Schweitzer wrote his Quest for the Historical Jesus," 
a book that described the results of the various his- 
torical attempts, from the mid-eighteenth century 
to the early part of the twentieth century, to dis- 
cover who Jesus was, what he said, and what he 
did from a historical-critical perspective. These so- 
called empirical approaches, which were later la- 
beled a “quest,” employed a positivistic approach to 
history and tended to be more autobiographical 
than historical; that is, they reflected the biases of 
the scholars who wrote rather than clarified who 
Jesus was, They also tended to reflect the under- 
standing of history that had developed out of the 
Enlightenment. Shortly after the turn of this cen- 
tury, Schweitzer described these attempts to re- 
cover Jesus as he “actually was” as a dead-end 
street that did not capture the essence of Jesus. 
Schweitzer effectively ended the first historical 
search when he observed that those who wrote 
lives of Jesus were, in effect, writing their own sto- 
ries rather than the story of Jesus. 

Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1695-1768) was 
identified as the founder of this first quest, even 
though it was actually begun earlier by the English 
deists, who denied the possibility of divine interven- 
tion in human and worldly affairs after creation 
was complete. Reimarus, however, was one of the 
most notable of the early contributors to the quest 
for the historical Jesus. He feared the publication of 
his conclusions, which denied the supernatural ori- 
gins of Christian faith and relativized the Christ of 
the church’s confessions. His findings were, how- 
ever, published after his death by his student and 
friend, the German philosopher Gottlob Lessing 
(1729-1781). Reimarus’s emphasis on a historical 
portrayal of Jesus influenced by a methodology 
that denied, in principle at least, the supernatural 
intervention of God in history strongly affected the 
work of David Friedrich Strauss, who advanced the 
positions earlier held by Reimarus. Strauss called 
for an unprejudiced investigation of the life of 
Jesus, assuming that the Gospels were filled with 
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myth and could no longer be accepted as accurate 
reflections of what Jesus said and who he was.? An- 
other voice in early historical Jesus research was 
that of Joseph Ernst Renan (1823—1892), whose Life 
of Jesus, like that of Strauss, created no small stir 
over its similar conclusions.* Besides these highly 
influential scholars, other well-known scholars also 
pursued the ever elusive historical Jesus, especially 
F. C. Baur (1792-1860), Heinrich Julius Holtzmann 
(1832-1910), Johannes Weiss (1863-1914), William 
Wrede (1859-1906), Martin Kahler (1835-1912), 
Adolf Harnack (1851-1930), and finally Schweitzer 
himself (1875-1965).° It has been estimated that a 
hundred thousand lives of Jesus were written dur- 
ing the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth 
centuries, sixty thousand of which were published 
in the nineteenth century alone.® 

Most of these “lives” were written from a his- 
torical perspective that was opposed to the church's 
belief in the uniqueness of Jesus and was closed to 
the notion of the intervention of God into human 
affairs. Such activity described in the Bible was 
seen as myth and consequently rejected and dis- 
missed from consideration. These scholars found 
ways to explain away or deny the miracles of the 
Bible, especially the activity of God in creation, the 
exodus, and the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. 
The underlying assumption was that the Jesus of 
history was a more reliable foundation for the 
church’s faith than the traditional Christ of faith in 
the church’s confessions. In these studies, the alter- 
native to the historical Jesus became the “Christ of 
faith,” as Martin Kahler called him, that is, the one 
whom the early disciples believed had performed 
miracles, had a unique relationship with God, was 
crucified for the sins of the world and raised from 
the dead, and will come again to usher in the king- 
dom of God. 

Kahler wrote a compelling work that influ- 
enced all subsequent historical Jesus studies by ef- 
fectively calling into question the limitations of his- 
torical-critical methodology and its assumptions 
when applied to the study of the life of Jesus.’ He 
denied the distinction between the historical Jesus 
and the Christ of faith, arguing that the former, or 
the real Jesus, was known only through the pro- 
claimed Christ who comes in the church’s procla- 
mation. For Kahler, the primary sources for this 
Jesus were the canonical Gospels. He rejected the 
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notion that Christian faith was dependent upon the 
ever-changing results of historical inquiry. 

These eighteenth- and nineteenth-century schol- 
ars seeking the historical Jesus, like those of today, 
brought to their inquiry their own historical pre- 
suppositions and philosophical assumptions about 
history and reality. The influence of these scholars 
was enormous, significantly affecting the emergence 
of what was later called liberal theology, especially 
that of Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834), who 
argued that faith could not be based on the church's 
dogma or on a tenuous historical foundation but 
should be located, rather, in the realm of feeling 
and experience.® Scholars today are much more 
aware of the assumptions of historical inquiry than 
were those of the eighteenth and nineteenth centu- 
ries. Many then believed that they were writing 
purely objective history without philosophical as- 
sumptions. The primary assumption was that if 
one could somehow reconstruct the historical Jesus 
apart from all of the actions attributed to him by 
the church (miracles, resurrection from the dead, 
and other “mythological” elements added by the 
early church), then it would be possible to recover 
the essence of Jesus, and that would somehow have 
significance for the church. These scholars recog- 
nized that church dogma throughout history has 
tended to obscure the Jesus of antiquity and has 
presented mostly the Christ of the church’s faith. 
They tried to understand Jesus apart from the mir- 
acle stories in the Gospels and the accounts of his 
resurrection from the dead, looking instead for ex- 
planations how he came to be confessed as Lord by 
the church. He was essentially viewed as a reli- 
gious sage who gave new ethical teaching to his 
followers (e.g., in the Sermon on the Mount). 

The problem with this enterprise, however, was 
how to account for the large following of Jesus and 
for why anyone would want to crucify him. In 
order to explain this, Schweitzer suggested that 
central to the life and teachings of Jesus was a radi- 
cal, apocalyptic eschatology: Jesus fully expected 
the imminent advent of the kingdom of God. 
Schweitzer stated that Jesus was simply wrong on 
this point. He concluded that the kingdom did not 
come as Jesus had hoped and proclaimed but that it 
was impossible to understand Jesus apart from this 
perspective. Subsequent studies of Jesus sought to 
minimize this role of apocalyptic eschatology in Je- 
sus’ thinking and claimed that for Jesus the king- 


dom of God had manifested itself in his ministry 
(“realized eschatology”). Even today, some scholars 
deny the importance of the apocalyptic eschatolog- 
ical perspective for understanding Jesus. 

Although Jesus certainly taught that in some 
sense the kingdom of God had been realized in his 
ministry (Matt 12:28; Luke 4:18-29), still, according 
to the canonical Gospels, the fullness of that king- 
dom for Jesus was future (Matt 6:10; Mark 9:1; 
14:25). Many scholars today recognize that in Je- 
sus’ ministry there was a tension between the “al- 
ready” and the “not yet” of the kingdom and that 
the notion of a coming kingdom of God bringing 
judgment and blessing was also a part of his basic 
teaching. John the Baptist was clearly an apocalyp- 
tic thinker who focused on preparation for the im- 
minently coming kingdom of God, and most schol- 
ars also recognize that Jesus’ ministry was begun 
in conjunction with John’s ministry and with a 
similar focus on preparation for the coming king- 
dom of God (see Mark 1:14—15). If the most influen- 
tial person in Jesus’ formative ministry, John, was 
an apocalyptic thinker and Jesus’ earliest followers 
were also (and no one seems to deny this), it is at 
least plausible that Jesus, too, was interested in 
that same perspective rather than solely in the po- 
liticized and realized kingdom some have suggested. 
It is less plausible that Jesus’ followers misunder- 
stood him than that he was a Jew highly influ- 
enced by the apocalyptic thought of his day. 


B. The “No Quest” for the 
Historical Jesus 


As a result of the work of Schweitzer, the im- 
portance of the quest for the historical Jesus was 
significantly minimized and essentially abandoned 
by leading scholars in the early decades of this cen- 
tury. The most important scholars who champi- 
oned this “no quest” position included Karl Ludwig 
Schmidt, Martin Dibelius, Rudolf Bultmann, and 
Friedrich Gogarten—scholars who flourished be- 


' tween the 1920s and the 1950s and who developed 


the use of form criticism for the analysis of the Gos- 
pels. They concluded that the pursuit for the his- 
torical Jesus would not be profitable for the church, 
since the object of the church’s faith was never the 
Jesus of history but, rather, the Christ of faith. 
Bultmann, for example, contended that the fact of 
Jesus (his “thatness”) was the presupposition for 
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Christian faith, but he disregarded the importance 
of the historical details of Jesus’ ministry and life.!° 
Shelter from the radical conclusions of the earlier 
historians was found in the Christ of the church's 
proclamation. For Bultmann, God was always a 
subject, and never an object, of study. Consequently, 
any information gleaned by historical-critical in- 
quiry was largely irrelevant for Christian faith. 
Bultmann was strongly influenced by Kahler, and 
agreed with him that Christian faith cannot depend 
upon the ever-changing uncertainties of historical 
research. He went further than Kahler, however, 
when he argued that any historical information 
about Jesus other than his “thatness” was irrele- 
vant for Christian faith. Although the Jesus of the 
church’s faith was not called the “unhistorical 
Jesus” by Bultmann and others, he in essence be- 
came such when he was identified as the mythical 
Jesus of the early church’s faith and hopes, not the 
actual Jesus as he really was. Bultmann rightly re- 
jected the idea that the Jesus of history (the histo- 
rian’s Jesus) was the object of the church’s hope, 
but he did not conclude that the real Jesus was the 
Jesus of the church’s proclamation. For him, this 
Jesus (Christ) was a mythological figure who needed 
to be “demythologized,” that is, reinterpreted in the 
appropriate modern existential categories that 
could be grasped by the current generation. For 
Bultmann, the activity of God comes in the preach- 
ing of the cross and the risen Christ—Easter faith 
was the disciples’ interpretation of the significance 
of the cross that was disclosed to them by God. The 
identity of Jesus in Bultmann’s work is vague, and 
his Christ appears to be little more than a cipher or 
symbol to initiate faith. 


C. The “New Quest,” or Second Quest, 
for the Historical Jesus 


Not all of Bultmann’s students followed his 
skeptical assessment of the value of historical inquiry 
about Jesus for Christian faith. Ernst Kasemann,! 
along with Giinther Bornkamm, Ernst Fuchs and 
James Robinson, held that if historical information 
about Jesus was obtainable, then it could not be ir- 
relevant for Christian faith. Most scholars agreed 
that Christianity made historical claims about 
events that reportedly took place in history and 
that are inextricably connected with a person who 
lived and died in Palestine in the first century. Un- 
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like Bultmann, several of his students believed that 
much could be known about Jesus and that such 
information was important for Christian faith. 
With their efforts came the so-called new quest for 
the historical Jesus. The attempt to transfer interest 
from history to theology, which had been charac- 
teristic of Bultmann’s approach—and indeed the 
interest in distinguishing early Christianity from 
Jesus himself—had been one of the results, if not 
the aim, of the form criticism that had abandoned 
the original quest for the historical Jesus. With the 
new quest of the 1950s to the late 1970s, the inter- 
est in the theology of the evangelists and the early 
church did not subside, and the emphasis on the 
differences between the historical Jesus and how he 
was confessed in the emerging church continued. 
Scholars recognized, however, that although the 
material of the Gospels did not readily or clearly 
disclose the life situation (Sitz im Leben) of those 
who transmitted the Gospels, it did show that the 
material used had been selected and modified to fit 
the interests of Jesus’ later followers. How could it 
have been otherwise? The story of Jesus was rele- 
vant to the needs of the community that first re- 
ceived it, and the evangelists (now called redactors 
or editors) geared their message to those varying 
needs, as seen in the differences in the Gospels 
themselves. The new quest seemed more interested 
in the connection between kerygma, or Christian 
proclamation, and history, since biblical faith at 
least was in Jesus of Nazareth, a historical figure. 
Whether this quest produced significant results is 
contested within the scholarly community. 


D. The “Third Quest” for the 
Historical Jesus 


In the 1980s, a significant number of scholars 
began to look again at the sources (both canonical 
and noncanonical) that could offer a picture of 
who Jesus was and to try to establish the facts 
about him that a person could reasonably accept. 
Although many have wanted to see this as a new 
phase in research into the historical Jesus, labeling 
it the “third quest,”!2 others see it as simply a con- 
tinuation of the second quest, but with many more 
participants from a wider diversity of backgrounds. 
Some scholars in this “third quest” tend to draw 
generally negative conclusions about the most sig- 
nificant events advanced in the Gospels, but others, 
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at times in something of an apologetic tone, find 
perhaps more than is knowable through the histor- 
ical methodologies they employ. To some extent, 
both groups of scholars have shown a tendency to 
ignore what others are saying about Jesus. Signifi- 
cant volumes have been written on the life of Jesus 
over the past few years, and several are receiving 
considerable and, in some cases, well-deserved at- 
tention, even in the popular media.!3 Scholars who 
are generally more negative toward the traditional 
understanding of Jesus portrayed in the canonical 
literature include Morton Smith, Robert Funk, 
John Dominic Crossan, Burton Mack, and Marcus 
Borg, who writes more popular works. Several of 
these scholars have been associated with the well- 
known Jesus Seminar organized by Robert Funk. 
Borg, for example, prefers to make the distinction 
between the pre-Easter Jesus (the historical Jesus) 
and the post-Easter Jesus (the Christ of the church’s 
faith). He does not deny the reality of the latter, but 
he rejects the uniqueness of Jesus and interprets his 
ministry and teaching as he does other religious 
persons throughout history. He challenges the au- 
thenticity of many of the traditional affirmations 
about Jesus’ person and activity, and about 80 per- 
cent of the sayings attributed to him in the canoni- 
cal Gospels.!* 

Two interesting and quite valuable studies that 
interpret Jesus’ life and ministry from within the 
context of Judaism include the work of Geza Vermes 
and £. P. Sanders. If there is one significant differ- 
ence between current life-of-Jesus studies and those 
of previous generations, it is the emphasis on inter- 
preting Jesus within the context of Judaism. In 
earlier studies, the Judaism often considered to be 
the context of early Christianity was in fact more 
reflective of the Judaism of second-century rabbinic 
Judaism than that of the first century A.D. These 
studies tended to examine history anachronistically, 
that is, posit that everything true of Judaism of the 
second century (after the destruction of the temple 
in A.D. 70 and the later Bar Kokhba rebellion in 
132-135 A.D.) was also true of Judaism before those 
events. More recently, scholars have focused on the 
Judaisms of the first century that were contempo- 
rary with Jesus, namely, those of the Qumran com- 
munity that produced the Dead Sea Scrolls, of Philo 
of Alexandria, and, to some extent, of the Jewish 
historian Josephus, as well as that of the Gospels. 


Discussions of Jesus that have a historical- 
critical perspective but also respect the faith dimen- 
sions of NT literature include the work of John 
Meier, Ben Witherington II, and William R. Farmer, 
along with the older work of Ben F. Meyer and 
A. E. Harvey.!® These scholars do not ignore his- 
torical investigation but generally agree that the 
basis for the church’s faith cannot be established 
by it. Luke Johnson, in an important evaluation of 
the conclusions about Jesus drawn by those in the 
Jesus Seminar, argues similarly.!” He exposes some 
of the Seminar’s commonly held perspectives: (1) 
favoring many of the noncanonical texts over the 
canonical Gospels as sources for knowing who 
Jesus was; (2) ignoring the rest of the canonical 
writings (esp. Acts and Paul) as sources for estab- 
lishing who Jesus was; (3) emphasizing the social 
aspects of Jesus’ ministry rather than his reli- 
gious interests; (4) rejecting the most important 
“theological” confessions of the traditional church; 
and (5) viewing, implicitly or explicitly, histori- 
cal knowledge as normative for faith and theol- 
ogy. Johnson points to these scholars’ lack of self- 
criticism in establishing their reconstruction of 
Jesus. Meier similarly rejects what he believes 
are the negative and unwarranted conclusions of 
the Jesus Seminar and contends, with Johnson, 
that there is much that is historical (or true) about 
Jesus in the Gospels and in the rest of early Chris- 
tian literature, and that this material is not irrele- 
vant for Christian faith.!® Both insist, however, 
that faith in the Christ of the church’s proclama- 
tion does not depend upon what one can or cannot 
establish about Jesus through modern historical 
research. 

The most important issues that emerge in this 
“third quest” concern Jesus’ relationship with the 
Judaism of his day, his self-conscious identity and 
sense of mission, the factors that led to his death, 
and the factors that gave rise to the emergence of 
the early church.!? Noting the controversy and 
lack of agreement among scholars on these items, 
Crossan has raised the question of the propriety of 
much that has been termed historical investigation 
of the life of Jesus. He even calls the whole quest 
“something of a scholarly bad joke” because of the 
many and conflicting so-called scholarly attempts 
to describe Jesus, concluding that this “stunning 
diversity is an academic embarrassment” and that 
“it is impossible to avoid the suspicion that historical 
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Jesus research is a very safe place to do theology 
and call it history, to do autobiography and call it 
biography.”2? Crossan concludes that Jesus was es- 
sentially a Jewish peasant Cynic philosopher. He 
himself, however, has contributed to the strange 
state of affairs in Jesus research by insisting on the 
priority of noncanonical sources over those in the 
NT canon to establish his image of Jesus. He gives 
priority to material that most of the academic 
world has considered secondary at best and, in all 
probability, spurious. He disregards the reliability 
of most of the NT writings, and most of all he ig- 
nores the contributions of Paul and Acts as sources 
for the study of the historical Jesus. He proposes in- 
stead that behind the second-century apocryphal 
Gospel of Peter lies a Cross Gospel written sometime 
in the middle of the first century and that this Cross 
Gospel is the source of the passion narrative in all 
four canonical Gospels. Meier cogently argues that 
the Gospel of Peter and even Crossan’s Cross Gospel 
clearly depend upon the canonical Gospels, rather 
than the other way around. Crossan generally val- 
ues the apocryphal Gospel of Thomas, the Egerton 
Papyrus (P.Egerton 2), the Gospel of Peter, and Mor- 
ton Smith’s allegedly discovered Secret Gospel of 
Mark over the canonical Gospels, but all of these 
noncanonical sources have dubious support and 
most likely depend on the canonical Gospels. Ac- 
cording to Meier, there is nothing in these ma- 
terials that can serve as a legitimate source in the 
quest for the historical Jesus.74 

‘Neusner seems puzzled that so many scholars 
in the Christian community prefer a historical ap- 
proach to their Christian faith and, on purely his- 
torical grounds, make claims not only about who 
Jesus was but also about who he was not: 


Why [do some Jesus scholars] insist that there is a 
kind of knowledge about Jesus that not only con- 
forms to the kind of knowledge we have about George 
Washington but also distinguishes between the 
epiphenomena of piety and the hard facts of faith? 
“Who he really was” also means “who he really was 
not.” I cannot point to another religion besides 
Christianity that has entertained in the intellectual 
centers of the faith a systematic exercise in learning 
commencing with unfaith; certainly not Islam, as 
Salman Rushdie’s awful fate has shown, and cer- 
tainly not Judaism, where the issues of theological 
learning—Talmud study and scripture study, for ex- 
ample—do not confuse secular history with the pat- 
tern of religious truth or ask Moses to submit to the 
mordant wit of Voltaire. 
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As we begin our journey into the story of Jesus 
in the following chapter, we are under no illusion 
that what can be determined from the historian’s 
perspective is essential for Christian faith, but we 
agree that it has value, even if it is not yet clear 
what the full value of the historical investigations 
of the origins of Christian faith might be. Neverthe- 
less, there is a growing tendency among historical- 
Jesus scholars to say quite freely that they believe 
they can know a good deal about the historical 
Jesus. Sanders, for instance, concludes that “the 
dominant view today seems to be that we can 
know pretty well what Jesus was out to accom- 
plish, that we can know a lot about what he said, 
and that those two things make sense within the 
world of first-century Judaism.”*? In this book, we 
are unashamedly starting with the premise that 
God has acted in Jesus in a manner unparalleled in 
human history and that in him something remark- 
able has been accomplished for all humanity. Our 
discussion of the life of Jesus in the following chap- 
ter is not an unprejudiced accounting of the story 
of Jesus, though we hope to present a perspective 
that is both fair and faithful to the biblical narra- 
tives and other available evidence. We are con- 
cerned, however, to present a reliable biblical ac- 
count of these events. 


3. THE USE OF Q IN RECOVERING THE 
HISTORICAL JESUS 


One of the most intriguing issues in the quest 
for the historical Jesus concerns use of the so-called 
Gospel of Q, which, as noted in ch. 2, above, is es- 
sentially composed of those portions of Matthew 
and Luke that are common to each other but not 
found in Mark.** Crossan and others assume that 
they have discovered the exact parameters of this 
source (preserved especially in Luke but also in 
Matthew) and that nothing else (oral traditions or 
other writings) with a passion or Easter tradition 
influenced or informed those for whom this source 
was produced. 

For some time now, certain scholars have ar- 
gued that Q (Ger. Quelle, “source”) was a document 
separate from other canonical sources and reflects 
an earlier and separate stage of the community of 
Jesus (when they did not call themselves “Chris- 
tians”).”° There is no way to demonstrate that the 
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producer of Q was uninformed or unconcerned 
about other traditions of the death and resurrec- 
tion of Jesus, but this is crucial to the conclusions 
of some scholars of the Jesus Seminar. This com- 
munity of followers of Jesus (the Q community), so 
the argument goes, did not have a passion or resur- 
rection tradition in their Gospel but essentially only 
the sayings of Jesus. In other words, the very 
events and perspectives that are at the heart of the 
canonical Gospels are missing from this so-called 
earlier source now called Q. The opinion that all 
such events and teachings of the death and resur- 
rection of Jesus are late in the development of the 
church and that the earliest group of followers of 
Jesus did not have such views is a remarkable per- 
spective clearly out of step with historic Christian- 
ity. Scholars who hold to this view have yet to 
produce any documents from the first century that 
support this claim. 

What bolsters the view for many of the histori- 
cal-Jesus scholars that there existed a Q commu- 
nity of followers of Jesus without knowledge or 
acceptance of a passion and resurrection tradition 
is that there is another writing—indeed, it was his- 
torically the first document to claim that it is a 
“Gospel”—that has no passion or resurrection nar- 
ratives. This is the Gospel of Thomas, a gnostic docu- 
ment in Coptic that was not known in modern 
times until the 1945 discovery of the gnostic library 
at Nag Hammadi in Egypt.2” There is some schol- 
arly debate about the dating of this document, 
whether it originated in the first century or in the 
second and whether it depends on the canonical 
Gospels or preceded them and was independent of 
them. If the Gospel of Thomas dates from before the 
canonical Gospels (so the argument goes), then 
there is support for the Q hypothesis that there 
were writings about Jesus in the early church that 
did not have a passion or resurrection narrative, 
thereby representing a form of Christianity that is 
distinct from the orthodox model that has survived 
in the church. When we consider that the gnostics 
denied both the incarnation and the bodily resur- 
rection, however, it is understandable how such a 
group could emerge near the end of the first cen- 
tury, when notions such as theirs were becoming 
commonplace. In 1 John 4:2, the writer focuses on 
the problem of Docetism, emerging in the churches 
of Asia Minor in the last decade of the first century, 
which denied the humanity of Jesus. There is no 


evidence, however, that such a brand of Christian- 
ity existed before the end of the first century. It is 
not clear, therefore, that the Gospel of Thomas is a 
reasonable parallel with the supposed Q source. 
Even if the Gospel of Thomas may, as has been ar- 
gued, contain several authentic sayings of Jesus 
(some scholars claim that as many as twenty-two 
of these sayings are authentic), they are packaged 
in a document that has, to say the least, bizarre 
conclusions about women and those who are fit for 
the kingdom of God, among other strange teach- 
ings.” 

A number of other serious difficulties beset 
this thesis, not the least of which is that neither 
Paul nor the rest of the NT mentions or acknowl- 
edges a form of Christianity such as that assumed 
to have existed in the Q community. The hypoth- 
esis (commonly associated with Burton Mack) 
that there was such a form of Christianity as- 
sumes that the canonical literature was, at best, 
wrong about Jesus and, at worst, fraudulent in its 
depiction of who Jesus was.” If Paul was alone in 
his understanding of the death and resurrection 
of Jesus, however, it is nowhere apparent, as 
the rest of the canonical literature amply dem- 
onstrates by affirming both the death and the res- 
urrection of Jesus (esp. Acts, Hebrews, 1 Peter, 
Revelation, and even James). The difficulty in 
postulating, as Mack does, that a community that 
denied the traditional understanding of passion and 
resurrection of Jesus existed before the emergence 
of the gospel presented by Paul is twofold: first, 
there are no existing documents that can dem- 
onstrate the existence of such a community (Q 
notwithstanding, since Q is found only in two 
sources, Matthew and Luke, both of which include 
a passion and resurrection); and second, there was 
simply not sufficient time for such a tradition to 
emerge before the conversion of Paul, nor is there 
any evidence of one like it holding sway in the 
church before his time. Few would deny that Peter 
and the Twelve were part of the inner circle of Jesus 
and were closest to him. In 1 Cor 15:3-8, after 
stating “that Christ died for our sins” and “that 
he was raised on the third day,” Paul indicates that 
the risen Lord appeared first to Peter, then to the 
Twelve, then to some five hundred followers of Jesus, 
then to James and the rest of the apostles, and 
last of all to himself. Paul concludes that the tra- 
dition of 1 Cor 15:3-8, which in its current form 
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shows many signs of having been circulated 
orally before Paul received it,? was believed by 
the earliest followers of Jesus by pointing out 
that this is what Paul, Peter, the Twelve, James, 
and the rest of the apostles preached and what 
the Corinthians believed (1 Cor 15:11). Paul 
clearly aligns himself and his understanding of 
the Christian proclamation with those he con- 
cluded were the earliest followers of Jesus. They, 
he claims, centered their faith on the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus from the dead. Had the case been 
otherwise, it would doubtless be reflected some- 
where in the NT writings themselves, but this is 
nowhere to be found. Nor is such a community 
ever mentioned in the Apostolic Fathers or the 
church fathers of the patristic era, who never 
hesitated to deal with what they considered a 
“heresy” or anything that they felt was an af- 
front to the Christian faith.?! If something like a 
Q community existed, it was marginal at best, 
had no significant leadership, and played no im- 
portant part in the formation of early Christian- 
ity. The conversion of Paul took place sometime 
around A.D. 33 or 34 at the latest (Gal 1:11-17), 
and he claims that his gospel was acknowledged 
by the leadership (“pillars”) of the church in Je- 
rusalem (Peter, James, and John) and that he and 
his gospel were accepted by them in Jerusalem 
(Gal 2:2-10). Paul’s gospel is compatible with the 
passion and resurrection stories of the canonical 
Gospels. These were written thirty-five to sev- 
enty years, at the most, after the death of Jesus, 
and they clearly depend on earlier traditions. 
There was simply not enough time for the church’s 
traditions to change so radically—as the exis- 
tence of a Q community presupposes—in such a 
brief period of time. 

It cannot be demonstrated that Paul’s view of 
the death and resurrection of Jesus influenced the 
other writers of the NT or that he was the source of 
a tradition that was in some way contrary to the 
views held by earliest Christianity. On the con- 
trary, Paul and the other biblical and early church 
writers express their awareness of the death and 
resurrection of Jesus because it was central to the 
earliest strands of their faith. 

Although a Q document has never been found, 
nor even been mentioned in any literature of antiq- 
uity, advocates continue to make more of its exis- 
tence than is warranted by the evidence. There 
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probably was an additional source (or sources) to 
which Matthew and Luke appealed, though much 
of the material that they have in common may well 
have been oral traditions that circulated in the 
churches in the last half of the first century (hence 
the variations in portions of the material they hold 
in common) rather than written sources. If Q was a 
written document that represented another com- 
munity of Jesus’ followers without an Easter tradi- 
tion, its positions and views were never acknowl- 
edged by anyone in antiquity. To postulate a kind 
of Christianity that restricted itself to an apprecia- 
tion of the sayings of Jesus, even the subversive or 
alternative wisdom sayings (as Borg puts it)? is 
completely unwarranted.? 

There are several other assumptions about Q 
that are not as yet supportable but are regularly 
made by scholars who advocate some kind of a Q 
community without an awareness of, or devotion 
to, an Easter tradition. Johnson has listed the most 
important of these: (1) the material common to 
Matthew and Luke comes from the same single 
source; (2) what is contained in the source as we 
now have it is all that it ever contained; (3) the 
original form of Q can be determined by omitting 
the alterations of it that appear primarily in Mat- 
thew but also in Luke; (4) the source as it presently 
exists constituted the entire literature of a specific 
community of followers of Jesus; (5) it is possible to 
detect stages in the development of Q; (6) each of 
these stages is thematically unified; (7) stages of de- 
velopment or redaction correspond exactly to the 
community’s social development; and (8) the group 
that read this document was an early form of a 
Jesus movement unaffected by the Jerusalem church 
and the Pauline “Christ cult.” Johnson contends 
not only that there is not one shred of evidence for 
any of these assumptions but that, if they were 
true, they would leave the question of Christian or- 
igins unanswerable, since this would leave the 
Christian church without an impressive founder or 
any “founding experience.”** At best, Q appears to 
be a convenient descriptive title for material that is 
common to Matthew and Luke but not found in 
Mark. Nothing more or less is required from the 
evidence available. It is possible that parts of it 
came from a written source, but the evidence that 
all of it was written is lacking. Evidence that all of 
it came from the same source or that we have all of 
that source (two of the weightiest assumptions of 
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the advocates of the Q community) is lacking. We 
are therefore unconvinced of the validity of an im- 
portant assumption made by some current scholars 
in Jesus research. 


4. CRITERIA FOR AUTHENTICITY 


Most NT scholars today agree that the testi- 
mony of each early witness to the story of Jesus 
must be individually weighed to determine its con- 
nection with the historical Jesus, but what are the 
ways of determining the historical reliability or 
probability of the words and activities of Jesus that 
are reported in the Gospels? A first step is to recog- 
nize that the writers of the Gospels, although they 
were not unprejudiced scholars of history, were vi- 
tally interested in the historical truthfulness of what 
they were reporting or proclaiming. The events of 
Jesus’ life and ministry were obviously important to 
the early Christians who followed him, and those 
events became the earliest canon or authoritative 
base for Christian preaching, teaching, and behav- 
ior in the first church of the first century as well 
as in the church of the second century. For ex- 
ample, Paul cites the words of Jesus to support his 
comments about relationships between husbands 
and wives (1 Cor 7:10) and distinguishes his own 
words from those of Jesus in a manner that shows 
that Jesus’ words were clearly more authoritative 
(1 Cor 7:12; 11:23; Phil 4:15). In Acts, Paul cites the 
words of Jesus to support his comments to the 
Ephesian elders (Acts 20:35), Not only was what 
Jesus said important to early Christians; it was also 
significant to them that Jesus could raise the dead, 
heal a leper or a blind man, and deal with the criti- 
cal and everyday circumstances of life. When the 
church was facing difficulties at a later time, this 
information was especially encouraging to Chris- 
tian faith. 

Determining the authenticity of a reported or 
proclaimed event or teaching in the Gospels is a dif- 
ficult process. There is no general agreement on 
this topic among scholars, and no commonality 
in their application of historical criticism to the 
NT and other literature. C. F. Evans, questioning 
Pannenberg’s view of the resurrection of Jesus and 
his uncritical acceptance of biblical traditions, re- 
marks that Pannenberg’s position “rests upon a 
predominantly receptive attitude towards tradi- 


tions and their continuity, whereas the historical- 
critical method has frequently felt itself able to ad- 
vance only by a suspicious attitude towards tradi- 
tion and by uncovering discontinuities.”*° Wherein 
should the burden of proof lie when we try to deter- 
mine the authenticity of a report? McArthur argues 
that when three or four Gospel writers agree on an 
item or tradition, the burden of proof is with those 
who deny the authenticity of the tradition, though 
he admits that this does not necessarily establish or 
negate a passage.*° This is essentially what is 
called the criterion of multiple attestation. Other 
criteria are also used to establish the authentic his- 
torical-Jesus tradition, but the three most impor- 
tant are the following: (1) The criterion of dissimilar- 
ity (or discontinuity) claims that traditions that are 
neither an expression of Jewish piety or beliefs nor 
an expression of Christian piety or beliefs are more 
likely to be authentic. (2) The criterion of coher- 
ence states that a tradition is more likely to be au- 
thentic if it coheres with the hard core of facts 
already established as authentic through the first 
principle of dissimilarity. (3) The criterion of multi- 
ple attestation argues that a tradition found in sev- 
eral strands of the Synoptic Gospels is more likely 
to be authentic (more recently some scholars in- 
clude noncanonical sources such as the Gospel of 
Thomas, the Egerton Papyrus, and other sources).°” 
None of these criteria can finally determine au- 
thenticity but, rather, only where the burden of 
proof should rest. In other words, if an event or 
item in the Gospel traditions is attested by several 
strands of tradition, the burden of proof is with 
those who would deny its historicity. A strong at- 
testation, for example, would be a combination of 
Mark, Q (see sec. 3, above), and John; here there are 
essentially three primary traditions, Mark, Q, and 
John since Matthew and Luke primarily depend 
upon Mark and Q in the production of their Gospels. 

The first of these principles, the principle of dis- 
similarity or discontinuity, is highly suspect, since 
it wrongly assumes that there was little connection 
between Jesus and his historical surroundings. Es- 
sentially, the principle of discontinuity gives us a 
picture of a Jesus who was not a Jew, and a Chris- 
tian community that was uninterested in Jesus! 
This unique Jesus, isolated from his Jewish context 
and unremembered in the Christian community, 
cannot have had much value for the church and 
clearly cannot be the Jesus who lived in Palestine 
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and presumably learned from that environment. 
Those who emphasize the principle of dissimilarity 
are seeking an absolute minimum that can be said 
about Jesus. The problem with this procedure, 
however, is that this minimum soon becomes the 
maximum, and the picture of Jesus drawn from 
such an examination is distorted. Since Jesus was a 
first-century Jew, it should be expected that some 
of his teachings indicate his Jewish heritage, as in- 
deed is the case. The Lord’s Prayer (Matt 6:9-13), 
for example, is a typical Jewish prayer. Characteris- 
tically Jewish also is the view that all the law 
hangs on loving God with all one’s heart and soul 
and mind and one’s neighbor as oneself (Matt 
22:37-40). In addition, Jesus was the founder of the 
church; that is, he expected his followers to be a 
part of a renewed Israel and to carry on his minis- 
try (see ch. 6, below). Without him there simply 
would be no church. It is logical, therefore, to ex- 
pect that his teachings and the story of his career 
would be meaningful, not to say useful, to the 
church and would provide an authoritative base 
for Christian preaching and teaching. It is only rea- 
sonable to assume that the church would have pre- 
served its traditions about Jesus, which is precisely 
our suggestion here. 

Other criteria are employed with some regular- 
ity in this quest, but we will examine only one 
more in some detail—the criterion of embarrass- 
ment. This criterion posits that it is unlikely that 
the early church would have included material 
that was embarrassing to it unless it was based on 
firm tradition. It is not likely that a religious move- 
ment would have invented the stories of the disci- 
ples’ fear and flight at the arrest of Jesus (Mark 
14:50 and parallels), or of its leaders fleeing and 
even denying him during the time of their Lord's 
greatest trial (Mark 14:66-72 and parallels). The 
same could be said about Jesus’ cry on the cross 
(Mark 15:34; Matt 27:46), which is not found in 
Luke or John, and even the rejection of Jesus by the 
Roman and Jewish authorities that resulted in his 
death. There is nothing that would make it advan- 
tageous for the church to circulate these stories un- 
less they accurately reflected what had happened. 
The unflattering story of Jesus’ disciples James and 
John) coming to him in an almost childish manner 
asking to have places of preeminence in his king- 
dom (Mark 10:35-45) cannot be the invention of a 
later religious community seeking to advance its 
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image in the Jewish or non-Jewish community. Je- 
sus’ family or those around him trying to restrain 
him because of the accusation by some that he was 
deranged is another example of an unflattering 
story (Mark 3:21, 31-34) that the church would not 
invent; as it could be of no advantage to the church, 
it bears the marks of authenticity. 

Besides these criteria, Meier lists what he calls 
secondary or dubious criteria of authenticity. These 
cannot be relied upon to establish authenticity, al- 
though many scholars have used them. These in- 
clude emphasizing (1) traces of Aramaic (a tradition 
found with traces of Aramaic grammar, style, and 
vocabulary as opposed to Greek), (2) the Palestin- 
ian environment (sayings and deeds of Jesus that 
reflect the Palestinian environment), (3) vividness 
of narration (events and sayings that supply con- 
crete details not germane to the event or saying it- 
self), (4) tendencies of the developing synoptic tra- 
dition in Matthew and Luke, and (5) a historical 
presumption (according to which the burden of 
proof is with those who claim that the leaders of 
the church would mislead the early Christians by 
reporting things that did not happen in the life of 
Jesus).*8 

What conclusions emerge from the application 
of these and other criteria? Charlesworth, summa- 
rizing the range of conclusions of many recent 
Jesus scholars, finds that twenty facts are generally 
held to be true about Jesus: (1) Jesus was a Jew; (2) 
his earliest followers did have a historical interest 
in him; (3) we possess considerable knowledge 
about Jesus that allows us to conclude something 
of Jesus’ mission and teachings within the context 
of Judaism; (4) Jesus must be studied not only in 
light of the early church but also in light of the Ju- 
daism of his day; (5) Jesus led some kind of renewal 
movement; (6) Jesus’ attack against the money- 
changers was a major factor leading to his arrest 
and crucifixion; (7) Jesus’ disciples, with the pos- 
sible exception of Judas, came from Galilee, and Je- 
sus’ mission must be interpreted in light of the 
views of the Messiah that were current there: (8) 
Jesus was a devout Jew who was concerned with 
keeping the law; (9) Jesus was aware of noncanonical 
writings, as were Jews at Qumran and elsewhere in 
Palestine; (10) Jesus’ awareness of these books did 
not lead him to quote from them but only from 
some of the canonical books of the Hebrew Scrip- 
tures; (11) Jesus was influenced by apocalyptic 


110 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


thought, and his message was eschatological; (12) 
Jesus’ parables are thoroughly Jewish, with paral- 
lels in some cases in the later rabbinic writings; (13) 
Jesus, as the recent archaeology of Palestine shows, 
interpreted purification in keeping with the tradi- 
tions found in later rabbinic writings and in the 
Temple Scroll at Qumran but not like the wealthy 
aristocrats in Jerusalem; (14) sociology, anthropol- 
ogy, and some branches of psychology have a valid 
role in interpreting Jesus; (15) Jesus was recognized 
as unusual because of the power and authority he 
claimed; (16) Jesus thought of himself in terms of 
current messianic and eschatological understand- 
ing; (17) many of the healing miracles of Jesus are 
authentic; (18) Jesus began his ministry with John 
the Baptist and couched his message in similar es- 
chatological terms; (19) Jesus did not belong to any 
of the popular groups in Palestine but had clashes 
or differences with all of them (Pharisees, Saddu- 
cees, Zealots, Essenes); and (20) Jesus could be re- 
markably offensive in his dealings with, and re- 
sponses to, individuals.” These twenty widely ac- 
cepted facts about Jesus provide a useful starting 
point for further discussion of the historical Jesus. 
Johnson further summarizes seventeen reliable 
statements about Jesus attested by the rest of the 
NT outside the canonical Gospels; several of them 
are also attested in non-Christian writings. Much 
of the picture of Jesus offered in the Gospels is also 
supported in other sources often ignored by several 
historical Jesus scholars (esp. Paul and Acts, but 
other sources as well; see ch. 5, below). In terms of 
the multiple attestation of independent sources, the 
burden of proof, Johnson argues, now lies with 
those who reject the picture of Jesus presented in 
the canonical Gospels. ?° 


5. PROBLEMS FOR CHRISTIAN FAITH 


Is the historical Jesus of historical-critical 
scholarship opposed to the Christ of the church’s 
faith? To some extent, yes. This is true especially if 
one is hoping to objectify the activity of God in his- 
tory so that the unbiased observer can fully under- 
stand the Christian faith. A dimension besides that 
of scientific inquiry is needed. Nevertheless, such 
investigation of the Gospels and other literature of 
antiquity has often had positive results that enable 
the believer to understand more clearly dimensions 


of the faith that was preached and handed on in 
the church. There is still much about the context of 
early Christianity that is unclear even when viewed 
through the eyes of faith, and those who labor in 
their research of ancient literature to elucidate the 
historical context of early Christianity do the 
church a great favor. Critical scholars who investi- 
gate Christian origins do not necessarily have a 
negative bias against the church and its traditions. 
Many seek only a greater clarity in understanding 
the message proclaimed in the Bible than was pre- 
viously available. 

The distinction between the Jesus of history 
and the Christ of faith, of which we spoke earlier, is 
still an important issue for Christian faith today. Is 
the Jesus of historical-critical research the object of 
the church’s faith? Is the Christ of the church’s 
confession a mythological figure? Are there any 
historical data to support the church’s confession 
about the uniqueness of Jesus as an object of faith 
and the bringer of God’s salvation to humanity? 
Such issues are not irrelevant and indeed still play 
a role in NT historical and theological inquiry. 
Jesus is remembered not only as a teacher of the 
past but also as the living Lord of the present. Paul 
and the other non-Gospel writers of the NT showed 
little interest in simply preserving the life of Jesus. 
In fact, as James Dunn has noted, all that Paul and 
the other epistle writers of the NT said about the 
historical Jesus, if combined, could be put on the 
back of a postcard (though perhaps a relatively 
large card).*! The tradition preserved in the Gos- 
pels often reflects the life setting of the early church 
more than that of Jesus, which is what one might 
expect from a later community seeking to continue 
the sayings of Jesus relevant for itself. The various 
traditions often reflect the needs of the church for 
evangelism, worship, teaching, and apologetics. 
The Gospels do not reflect a desire on the part of 
the evangelists simply to remember Jesus as he was 
and what he said while on earth. The traditions of 
the Gospels—emphasizing the continuing relevance 
of Jesus—are also an expression of the faith of early 
Christianity. 

There is every probability that the first Chris- 
tians were anxious to preserve and pass on memo- 
ries of Jesus’ ministry, but apart from the Gospels 
and some apocryphal stories that did not gain 
much credibility in the church, there was little in- 
terest in the early church to pass on large amounts 


Chapter 4 / The Quest for the Historical Jesus 111 


of detailed information about Jesus’ earthly career. 
This is a far cry, however, from saying that the 
church invented whatever stories it needed for the 
sake of its own development and was not interested 
in Jesus as he actually was. Dunn observes that “it 
would have been unusual indeed if the followers of 
such a leader had not been concerned to preserve 
memories of the exploits and utterances which first 
drew them to him and sustained their loyalty to 
him.”*? Converts to the Christian faith would 
surely have asked at least basic questions about 
who Jesus was and what he did. Dunn goes a step 
further and argues that “we must accept the prob- 
ability that the earliest Christian teachers were 
charged with the task of preserving and retelling 
the distinctive features of Jesus’ ministry which 
first drew disciples to him.” 

Faith in Jesus as the Christ is, in at least a 
limited sense, a historical phenomenon. Chris- 
tian faith is centered in God’s activity in a histori- 
cal person who lived and died in Palestine in the 
first century. Because of this, Christians cannot 


avoid having a serious concern for historical ques- 
tions. This concern with history is a strength of 
Christianity, but its faith in a God who acts in 
history exposes it also to the risks of critical re- 
search. Christian faith is directly related to his- 
torical events (the death and resurrection of 
Jesus), but also to a person who lived and minis- 
tered in historical circumstances, many of which 
are clear to the historian as well as to the be- 
liever. Historical inquiry can sharpen the church’s 
focus on the life and witness of Jesus of Nazareth, 
which are relevant for Christian faith, but the 
limitations of such an approach and the critical 
assumptions employed in such research are often 
at odds with the claims and beliefs of Christians. 
When this conflict arises, the person of faith 
must not necessarily be dissuaded from confi- 
dence in the God who acts in history and has 
acted in the life of Jesus, but must realize that 
personal appropriation of that activity cannot be 
found in the historical-critical dimension but 
only through faith. 
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THE STORY OF JESUS, PART A: 


From Birth to Burial 


1. INTRODUCTION 


This study of the life of Jesus examines the 
events and focus of his life and ministry from the 
perspective of the Gospel writers, but it also uses 
the historical-critical method described earlier. Some 
of these events are not historically quantifiable (see 
ch. 1, above), since they are reported as divine ac- 
tivity and are surrounded with theological implica- 
tions. Nevertheless, they are recorded in the Gos- 
pels as events in the life of Jesus, and so they will be 
examined from both critical and theological per- 
spectives. In other words, we will ask what hap- 
pened and what the evangelists were trying to say 
that these events meant by the way they recorded 
them. 

Although some events in the life of Jesus are re- 
corded in all four canonical Gospels, there are only 
a few events about which the four evangelists, or 
Gospel writers, agree in terms of sequence. Scholars 
generally agree on the sequence of the following 
events or stories in the life of Jesus. Items marked 
with an asterisk are in all four Gospels and in 
roughly the same order. 

(1) Birth. This is found only in Matt 1:18-25 and 
Luke 1:26—38; 2:1-20, and these accounts are clearly 
independent of each other. The other evangelists, 
Mark and John, start their story with the ministry 


of John the Baptist and the beginning of Jesus’ 
ministry. 

(2) Childhood. Only Luke (2:21-52) records 
anything about the so-called hidden years of Jesus, 
namely, from his birth to his baptism. Even then he 
speaks only about Jesus’ dedication in the temple 
and Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem to celebrate the 
Passover at age twelve. Although Luke portrays 
Jesus as a remarkable child, he is nonetheless de- 
scribed as a child who grew in a natural manner 
(2:52). 

*(3) Baptism. All three synoptic evangelists 
agree that Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist in 
the Jordan River before beginning his ministry. 
John announces Jesus while he is baptizing others 
(John 1:28), but the author of the Fourth Gospel 
does not actually say that Jesus was baptized by 
John (1:29-34) even though he reports that John 
saw the Spirit descend upon Jesus (1:32). 

(4) Temptation. This event is mentioned only 
in the Synoptic Gospels (Matt 4:1-11; Mark 1:12-13; 
Luke 4:1-13) and is described in detail only in Mat- 
thew and Luke. 

*(5) Early Galilean Ministry. All four evange- 
lists agree that Jesus’ earlier ministry was in the re- 
gion of Galilee (Matt 4:12; Mark 1:14; Luke 4:14; 


John 1:43), although they do not agree on which 
villages were visited or the order in which they 
were visited. For John, Jesus’ ministry began in 
Galilee shortly after the scene at the Jordan and Je- 
sus’ calling of his disciples (John 1:43-2:12), 

(6) Transfiguration. The story of the transfigu- 
ration of Jesus is found in roughly the same place 
in the Synoptic Gospels (Matt 17:1-8; Mark 9:2-8; 
Luke 9:28-36), just before Jesus’ journey south to 
Jerusalem, where he was arrested and crucified. 
The event was evidently intended to give assur- 
ances to the disciples about the coming of Jesus 
into his kingdom in the relatively near future. It is 
not mentioned in John’s Gospel, but there is an ap- 
parent reference to it in 2 Pet 1:16-18. Similarities 
between the appearance of Jesus in the transfigura- 
tion and his resurrection appearances have prompted 
some form critics to hypothesize that the story is a 
resurrection story put back into the earthly life of 
Jesus, that is, a transposed resurrection narrative. 

*(7) Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem. All the 
Gospel writers agree that when Jesus came to Jeru- 
salem, he was well received by the common people 
and rejected by the religious leaders (Matt 21:1—19; 
Mark 11:1-10; Luke 19:28-38; John 12:12-19). The 
OT references in each of the Gospels (see discussion 
below) indicate that Jesus was being hailed as the 
coming Messiah in Jerusalem by the crowds of 
people just days before he was arrested and crucified. 

*(8) The Last Supper. Each of the evangelists re- 
cords that just before the arrest of Jesus, he shared 
a final meal, the Passover, with his disciples (Matt 
26:26-29; Mark 14:22-25; Luke 22:14—23). It is not 
clear in John (13:]-17:25) that this was the Pass- 
over meal, but see John 6:41-59, where Jesus 
shares a similar meal with his disciples in the re- 
gion of Galilee. 

*(9) Arrest and Trial. All the evangelists essen- 
tially agree on the time of the arrest and trial or 
hearing before the Sanhedrin—sometime after the 
last supper, while Jesus was praying in the garden at 
Gethsemane. There are, however, some differences in 
the details of the various accounts (Matt 26:36—56; 
Mark 14:32-50; Luke 22:39-54; John 18:1-11). 

*(10) Crucifixion and Resurrection. The four Gos- 
pels all have these events at the conclusion of Jesus’ 
arrest and trial. The details, however, vary in accor- 
dance with the theological motifs of each evangelist. 

(11) Ascension. Only Luke and John have an 
ascension story, but the time of this event differs in 


Chapter 5 / The Story of Jesus: Part A 117 


their narratives. John has an ascension between 
the first and second appearance of Jesus (John 
20:17), but Luke has it at the end of all of Jesus’ ap- 
pearances to the disciples (Luke 24:50-51; Acts 
1:1-11). Both writers, however, give the same sig- 
nificance to this event and have it in a similar se- 
quence—resurrection, ascension (and thereby glo- 
rification of Jesus), and giving of the Spirit. 


2. THE LIFE OF JESUS: FROM BIRTH 
TO BURIAL 


The following discussion is a brief outline of the 
life of Jesus (the reader should consult the more ex- 
haustive works listed in the footnotes and bibliog- 
raphies provided below). The discussion is not re- 
stricted to what a historical-critical approach can 
deduce, although it will present aspects of that ap- 
proach throughout the section and will also focus 
on some of the theological motives of the evange- 
lists as they tell the story of Jesus. 


A. The Birth of Jesus 


Matthew and Luke use the story of Jesus’ birth 
to communicate their understanding of the good 
news about him.! The earliest and latest of the four 
Gospels, Mark and John, do not have such a story. 
There is no other reference in the NT to this event, 
and no theology outside Matthew and Luke built 
upon it. Its significance has therefore been prob- 
lematic for many NT scholars and laypersons alike. 


1. Location 


Since only Matthew and Luke discuss the birth 
of Jesus and their quite different stories agree that 
the birth of Jesus took place in Bethlehem, it is rea- 
sonable to conclude that this was the location, 
even though Jesus grew up in Nazareth. The infor- 
mation found in the rest of the NT says that he 
came from Nazareth. Bethlehem was in keeping 
with Jewish tradition about the place where the 
coming Messiah was to be born (Mic 5:2-5). The 
shepherd king who would come to rescue Israel 
was, like David (1 Sam 17:12), not to be from the 
capital city, Jerusalem, but instead from the city of 
promise, Bethlehem. Both Matthew and Luke see 
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the birth of Jesus as fulfillmg this promise. Some 
scholars reject the view that Jesus was born in 
Bethlehem and focus instead on Nazareth even 
though both Matthew and Luke (though for differ- 
ent reasons) depict Joseph and Mary in Bethlehem 
and departing to Nazareth (cf. Matt 2:1-23 with 
Luke 2:1-20, 39-40). Does the point common in 
both narratives, namely, that the future Messiah 
king would come out of Bethlehem, have addi- 
tional attestation in John 7:42? This is not a clear 
reference to Jesus coming from Bethlehem but may 
be a use of irony in referring to the people’s debate 
over Jesus’ messiahship and their affirmation that 
the Messiah must come from Bethlehem. Whether 
this is so, John elsewhere only mentions that Jesus 
is from Nazareth (18:5, 7). If we did not have the in- 
fancy narratives of Matthew and Luke, we might 
well conclude from the Gospels that Jesus was born 
in Nazareth. As in the genealogies, which we will 
examine below, and the nature of the birth itself, 
the question is whether to assume that the refer- 
ence to Bethlehem is a theological statement rather 
than a historical one. 

Another matter related to location is Mat- 
thew’s flight into Egypt, which is apparently in- 
compatible with the account given by Luke, who 
simply has Joseph and Mary return to Nazareth 
after they complete all that is appropriate following 
the birth of their child. Possibly the account of Jo- 
seph and Mary’s flight to Egypt has another mo- 
tive, namely, the recognition of Jesus as the Son of 
God. Matthew 2:15 suggests this when Hos 11:1 is 
cited from the Hebrew (MT), which says, “out of 
Egypt I called my son,” rather than from the Greek 
(LXX) version, which says, “out of Egypt I called his 
children.” It may also be, as Brown suggests, that 
the quotation of the Hosea passage in Matthew has 
an exodus motif; that is, the reference to the exo- 
dus precedes the exile.* He reasons that Matthew's 
story of the flight to Egypt and the wailing over the 
loss of children (citing texts that refer to the exodus 
{Hos 11:1] and the children of Israel in exile [Jer 
31:15]) ties the story of Jesus into the two most sig- 
nificant moments in the life of the people Jesus 
came to save. 


2. Date of the Birth of Jesus 


The traditional dating of the birth of Jesus 
was due to a miscalculation of some four to five 
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years by Dionysius Exiguus, a Roman abbot (ca. 
A.D. 525) whose calculations were accepted by 
the archbishop and biblical scholar James Ussher 
(1581-1656). In his two-volume work, Annales 
Veteris et Novi Testamenti (1650-1654), which was 
used for centuries in various editions of the King 
James Bible, including the well-known Scofield Ref- 
erence Bible notes, Ussher argued for a date of 4004 
B.C. for the creation of the world. He used the birth 
of Jesus as the center of history and dated all events 
as happening before the birth of Christ or after 
(B.C./A.D.).° Recent support for an earlier dating of 
Jesus’ birth is all but universally accepted. The pri- 
mary arguments for changing the traditional date 
to around 6-4 B.C. are based on the following 
factors. 


a. Evidence from Matthew. According to Matt 
2:1-16, Jesus was born in the days of Herod the 
Great. Our best available evidence on the death of 
Herod comes from Josephus, who says that Herod’s 
death occurred after he had reigned for thirty-four 
years and that his reign began three years after he 
had been made king by the Romans (Ant. 17.191; 
War 1.665). In other words, his death was probably 
around March or April of 4 B.C., although it may 
have been as early as December of 5 B.c. 

If Matthew’s reference to Jesus’ birth during 
the reign of Herod is reliable, then the time of Je- 
sus’ birth has to be pushed back to somewhere 
around 6-4 B.C., but no later than 4 B.C. Also, 
since Herod reportedly put to death a large num- 
ber of boys under the age of two, the oldest that he 
thought the child might be (Matt 2:16, 20), this 
would also support the 6—4 B.c. dating. Matthew 
implies that Herod was hoping to insure that he 
had destroyed the child who was described by the 
Magi and who he thought might threaten his rule 
(2:16—20). 


b. Evidence from Luke. Since John the Baptist 
was born during Herod's rule (Luke 1:5) and Jesus 
was born about six months later (see Luke 1:24-57), 
it is reasonable to suggest that Jesus also was born 
in the days of Herod, as we see in Matt 2:1-4. For 
the date of Jesus’ birth, the following should be 
noted: (1) Luke dates the baptism of Jesus and the 
beginning of his ministry during the time of John 
the Baptist’s ministry, which he places in the fif- 
teenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar (Luke 
3:1), whose reign as emperor began in A.D. 14 after 
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the death of Augustus (Octavian). The first two 
years of his reign may have been a coregency in 
conjunction with the reign of Augustus, but none 
of the ancients date Tiberius’s reign before the 
death of his stepfather, Augustus. If we add fifteen 
years to that time, then Jesus’ baptism and the be- 
ginning of his ministry began sometime around 
A.D. 29, (2) Luke claims that Jesus was about thirty 
years old when John baptized him (3:23), which 
means that Jesus was born around 1 B.C. or sooner. 
Luke, however, was not being precise in 3:23, and 
the “about thirty” could be more or less than thirty 
by a couple of years. Since Luke places the birth of 
John the Baptist, and by inference that of Jesus, in 
the reign of Herod the Great (1:5), then a birth 
around 6-4 B.C. is still most plausible. 


c. The Problem of Quirinius. Luke 2:1-2 says that 
Quirinius was governor of Syria when Jesus was 
born, but Tacitus (Ann. 6.41) states that Quirinius 
began as governor only after Archelaus was ex- 
pelled from office in A.D. 6. Josephus (Ant. 18; War 
2.117; 7.253) claims that Quirinius ordered a census 
for tax purposes in A.D. 6-7 that caused a rebellion. 
If Tacitus and Josephus are correct, then by Luke’s 
accounting, the birth of Jesus comes too late and 
Luke is out of step with other historians of the time. 
Geldenhuys, however, argued that Quirinius had a 
dual reign and also a dual enrollment or registra- 
tion as Luke 2:2 indicates, the first being in the first 
decade B.C. and the second in the first decade A.D., 
which is probably also referred to in Acts 5:37 and 
in Josephus, Ant. 20.97-105.* Josephus, however, 
does not mention that Quirinius served as magis- 
trate in Syria on more than one occasion, and this 
has some importance since he refers to Quirinius’s 
rule in Ant. 17.353 and 18.1-4. A marble slab from 
Tivoli (Tibur), dated sometime after A.D. 14 and 
currently in the Vatican Museum, mentions an un- 
named official who served as legate of Syria on two 
occasions, but there is nothing in the inscription 
that specifically ties it to Quirinius. A second in- 
scription, found in Pisidian Antioch in 1912, is dedi- 
cated to G. Caristanius Fronto, a colonist of Antioch 
who served as a prefect for two magistrates. It 
reads, “prefect of P. Sulpicius Quirinius, chief mag- 
istrate (duumvir), prefect of M. Servilius.” A third 
inscription, though similar, specifies that Fronto is 
now the prefect of a third magistrate as well.> From 
these inscriptions, however, it is impossible to prove 
conclusively a dual reign of Quirinius. Publius 


The burial site for the family of Herod the Great in 
Jerusalem in the Hinnom Valley (Josephus, War 1.581; 
see also 5.108, 507). Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


Sulpicius Quirinius could have become consul in 
Syria in 12 B.C. and died in A.D. 21 (see Tacitus, 
Ann. 3.48; Strabo, Geog. 12.6.5), but there is much 
conjecture in this. 

More difficult to explain is the reason for call- 
ing a census for the taxation of the people by Au- 
gustus when Herod the Great was king and he 
himself had his own taxes and tax collectors. The 
client king paid tributes to Rome but was free to 
collect his own taxes. In examples where Rome lev- 
ied taxes directly upon the people, significant changes 
had occurred. For instance, after Herod the Great 
died and his ruthless son Archelaus was deposed by 
the emperor in A.D. 6, Judea was no longer a 
Herodian tetrarchy but a Roman province under 
the direction of Syria and directly taxed. As a re- 
sult, there was widespread rebellion in the land, 
and Judas the Galilean led a revolt against Rome 
(Josephus, Ant. 18.1-6). Does Luke confuse this 
time with the time of the birth of Jesus? He cer- 
tainly uses the taking of a census to indicate why 
Joseph and Mary arrived in the town of Bethlehem, 
the city of the promise of a shepherd king. A papy- 
rus of A.D. 104 indicates that, for Egyptian cen- 
suses, those making declarations were to go to 
their areas of origin.® Luke has the same word 
(amoypadn, apographe) for census as that widely 
used in the abundant Egyptian papyri, in which al- 
most continuous records indicate that censuses were 
taken at regular intervals from 11/10 B.C. to A.D. 
257/58. These censuses took place every fourteen years 
from A.D. 33/34 on but were probably at seven-year 
intervals before that. If censuses were held at the 
same times outside Egypt, and this is far from certain, 


the census Luke refers to could be the one held in 
4/3 B.C. There is apparently no simple answer avail- 
able to this difficult issue of correlating Luke’s story 
of the birth of Jesus with available historical data, 
and questions remain about Luke’s understanding 
of the historical context of the birth of Jesus.” 


d. The Argument from John. In John’s Gospel, dur- 
ing the cleansing of the temple, placed near the be- 
ginning of Jesus’ ministry in Jerusalem, earlier than 
in the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus responds to his antago- 
nists, who ask for evidence that he has authority to 
do what he has done, by saying, “Destroy this 
temple, and in three days I will raise it up” Jjohn 
2:19). His critics answer that the temple had been in 
the making for forty-six years (2:20) and that they 
doubt that Jesus would raise it up in three days. Ac- 
cording to Josephus (Ant. 15.380), the temple was 
begun by Herod in the eighteenth year of his reign. 
This refers either to 20/19 B.C., eighteen years after 
he was made king by the Romans in 37 B.C., or to 
23/22 B.C., eighteen years after he in fact began to 
rule in 40 B.C. This ambiguity could account for 
Josephus’s reference in War 1.401 to the building of 
the temple in the fifteenth year of Herod’s reign. Most 
scholars argue from the date of the conferral of 
Herod’s kingship by the Romans in 37 B.C. and follow 
Ant. 15.380 in the matter. The historical significance 
of this is that if the temple was begun in 20/19 B.c., 
then forty-six years later would put the beginning of 
Jesus’ ministry around A.D. 26. That the temple was 
unfinished during the time of Jesus is supported by 
the fact that building was still going on both in and 
around the temple in the early A.D. 60s during the 
time of the high priesthood of Albinus (see Josephus, 
Ant. 20.219). The difficulty with using this passage to 
date the origins of Jesus’ ministry or to correlate the 
date of his birth is that this incident, the cleansing of 
the temple, is reported in the Synoptic Gospels at the 
Passover just before Jesus’ death but in John at the 
beginning of Jesus’ ministry two or three years before 
his death. There is considerable difficulty in saying 
anything more precise than that Jesus’ ministry 
began somewhere around A.D. 27 at the earliest and 
no later than A.D. 30. A round figure of thirty years 
of age (Luke 3:23) still allows his birth to be sometime 
before the death of Herod in 4 B.C. Again, the dates 
are at best approximate. 

That Jesus may have been older than thirty, 
and perhaps in his forties, has been suggested by 
the debate between Jesus and the “Jews” in John 
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8:52-59. After Jesus responds to the question 
whether he is greater than Abraham, the Jews ask, 
“You are not yet fifty years old, and have you seen 
Abraham?” (8:57). This reference is too imprecise 
for arguing his exact age, however. All that can be 
said from this polemical passage is that Jesus ap- 
peared to the Jews on that occasion to be younger 
than fifty, perhaps in his forties or less. This text is 
thus in keeping with the view that Jesus was minis- 
tering in his thirties and possibly late thirties or 
early forties. If he had been born two or more years 
before the death of Herod (4 B.C.) and if he had 
been active in his ministry for some time according 
to John 8, then this passage overlaps somewhat with 
the dating presented in Matthew and Luke; we can- 
not, however, be sure from the available data. 

John’s Gospel is also helpful regarding the 
length of Jesus’ ministry and the time of his death. 
According to all the Gospels, the time of Jesus’ 
death is fixed with the Jewish Passover after either 
one year of ministry (as Matthew, Mark, and Luke 
suggest) or two and a half to three years (which 
John requires on the basis of the number of Pass- 
over meals that Jesus celebrated in Jerusalem). If 
the latter is so, the beginning of Jesus’ ministry 
would be around A.D. 26/27 and his death around 
29/30. If he began his ministry around 30 years of 
age, we still have a probable date for Jesus’ birth 
that precedes the traditional dating offered by 
Ussher’s chronology. Those who would prefer more 
precision should consider Meier’s conclusion that, 
for a marginal person of Greco-Roman history, 
“these figures are remarkably good, and perhaps 
they are the best we can hope for.”8 


3. Questions about Jesus’ Birth 


What is the point of the birth stories in Mat- 
thew and Luke? Why do only Luke and Matthew 
have stories of Jesus’ phenomenal birth, and why 
are their stories so different? Why is there no theology 
in the rest of the NT built on the so-called virgin 
birth (better referred to as the virginal conception)? 
Why are there no explicit or even implicit refer- 
ences to Jesus’ phenomenal birth elsewhere in the 
NT, not even in Gal 4:4-5, Mark 6:3 (“son of 
Mary”), John 1:13, and John 7:41-42? Do Matthew 
and Luke say more with the virgin birth story than 
Mark, John, and Paul do without it? How should 
Isa 7:14 be understood in Matt 1:23 and in Isaiah 
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itself? Do the virgin birth stories presume too much 
about Mary’s and Joseph’s understandings of Jesus, 
as suggested by subsequent reports of Mary's concern 
for Jesus’ behavior and her lack of understanding 
about his mission (Mark 3:21, 31)? Is it possible that 
Mary did not grasp the significance of Jesus after all 
that had happened to her? How credible, then, is 
this story in Matthew and Luke? The ancients were 
familiar with remarkable births, both in the Old and 
New Testaments (Samuel, John the Baptist) and in 
pagan lore (the pharaohs, Alexander the Great, Au- 
gustus [Octavian], and even Apollonius of Tyana),” 
although these stories have few clear parallels to 
the virgin birth stories of Matthew and Luke. 

What is the origin of the notion of a virginal 
conception in Matthew and Luke? Although Mat- 
thew appeals to Isa 7:14, clearly this is not the ori- 
gin of his understanding of the birth of Jesus; 
rather, he has adapted the Greek text of that OT 
passage (which spoke of only a “young” girl) to suit 
his own purposes. Luke does not mention that pas- 
sage, however, but continues the tradition of Jesus’ 
remarkable birth. Where does the story originate? 
It may have been a logical inference drawn from 
the early church’s affirmation of Jesus as the Son of 
God or perhaps, as Brown has suggested, from a 
theology of the sinlessness of Jesus. As Brown in- 
sists, however, the surviving evidence from that pe- 
riod does not allow one to make assertions about 
the matter.!° Both evangelists in their own pecu- 
liar way say that Jesus was born without the 
agency of a human father. Whatever one con- 
cludes about the historical basis of the virgin birth, 
it is clear that, at the least, the authors were mak- 
ing a christological statement about the person of 
Jesus, namely, that he is the Christ, or Messiah of 
God, who is in a peculiar relationship with God re- 
served for no other and, in the case of Matthew, is 
the rightful heir to the throne of David. 

When we compare the birth stories in Matthew 
and Luke, we see that Matthew focuses on royalty 
(birth in a house, not a stable; the special gifts of 
the Magi from the east), while Luke focuses on the 
lowliness of the birth (the poor shepherds coming 
to the manger scene to witness the new birth; no 
room for Jesus in the inn). According to Matthew, 
evidently Joseph and Mary lived in Bethlehem after 
Jesus’ birth, and only after the threat to the life of 
the newborn child did they consider leaving Bethle- 
hem, going first of all to Egypt and then to Naza- 


reth. Luke tells nothing of the threat to Jesus’ life 
and indicates that Joseph and Mary originally 
came from Nazareth and returned there only after 
all that was necessary regarding purification and 
dedication of the child in the temple had taken 
place. Why does Matthew have Jesus taken down 
to Egypt while Luke simply says that Joseph and 
Mary returned to Nazareth with their child? In 
Matt 2:22, Joseph was warned in a dream to go to 
Nazareth to avoid dealing with Herod Archelaus. 
Nothing of this kind of threat is found in Luke. 
Luke says nothing of the massacre of children in 
Matt 2. Why are these birth and infancy narratives 
so different? These questions are not easily an- 
swered, but it is probable that the construction of 
each of these accounts was based on a different 
theological agenda. Meier says that the point of 
these widely differing stories is that the church, not 
Mary or Jesus, wished to make the major theologi- 
cal point that “what Jesus Christ was fully revealed 
to be at the resurrection (Son of David, Son of God 
by the Power of the Holy Spirit) he really was from 
his conception onward.”!! 

Because of the considerable differences in these 
narratives and because they appear to serve early 
church apologetics, many, if not most, critical 
scholars do not see much historical evidence for 
the life of Jesus in the birth stories of Matthew and 
Luke. But if the criterion of multiple attestation is 
taken seriously, in light of the fact that the birth 
stories of Matthew and Luke appear to represent in- 
dependent traditions, much more credibility should 
be given to various dimensions of the account. 
There are basic facts, such as the agreement that 
Jesus was born in Bethlehem and that Jesus’ birth 
took place during the reign of Herod the Great 
(Matt 2:1; Luke 1:50), who died ca. 5/4 B.C. There 
are also more significant factors—angelic visitations, 
the special circumstances of conception, and visi- 
tors attesting to the special qualities of this child— 
that should not be neglected. These point to the 
significance of Jesus for both Matthew and Luke. 


B. The Genealogy of Jesus 


The Gospel narratives state that Jesus descended 
from the line of David (Matt 1:1, 6, 17; Luke 2:4), 
This is supported elsewhere in the NT in Rom 1:3-4, 
the creedal formulation of 2 Tim 2:8, and through- 
out the Gospels and Acts (Mark 10:47; 12:35-37; 


Matt 9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30; 21:9, 15; 22:42-45; 
Luke 3:31; 18:38-39; 20:41-44; Acts 2:25-31; 13:22-23). 
Although Jesus’ line of descent functions in a theo- 
logical context in the Gospels, nevertheless, be- 
cause of its multiple attestation in the Gospels and 
elsewhere in the NT, it is not likely that the descent 
was invented and inserted into the traditions of the 
church. Nor is it likely that the superscription 
“King of the Jews” over the head of Jesus on the 
cross is the source for such a designation, since the 
title of king of the Jews was given to many non- 
Davidic persons from the time of the Hasmoneans, 
including the Idumeans, from whom Herod de- 
scended.'” Still, as one examines the two signifi- 
cantly different genealogies of Jesus listed in Matt 
1:2-17 and Luke 3:23-38, there are apparent points 
of conflict. Scholars have discussed possibilities 
ranging from Matthew offering the genealogy of Jo- 
seph and Luke the genealogy of Mary to both lists 
having a strictly theological function. Some have 
argued that both Matthew and Luke took over ex- 
isting lists and modified them to suit their own pur- 
poses. Most current scholars, however, have seen in 
the genealogies an attempt by both evangelists to 
make a statement about Jesus and his mission. Luke’s 
genealogy is considerably longer than Matthew's, 
containing some fifty-five names in the same time 
frame from Abraham to Jesus in which Matthew 
has forty-one names (forty-two names were in- 
tended; cf. 1:17). Matthew starts his genealogy with 
Abraham and descends to Jesus, while Luke starts 
with Jesus and goes back by way of Adam to God. 
Before analyzing these genealogies and their 
importance for each evangelist, it should be noted 
that in the ancient world biblical genealogies often 
had several different forms and characteristics that 
were employed for a variety of reasons. Sometimes 
they ran from parent to child (1 Chron 9:39-44), 
but they could also begin with the child and go 
back to the parent (1 Chron 9:14-16). They were 
generally characterized by fluidity: some names 
could be deliberately deleted because certain family 
members had fallen into disgrace or were consid- 
ered unimportant, or the differences may have re- 
flected changes in social relationships. On occasion, 
simple error may have caused changes in a geneal- 
ogy (see possibly 1 Chron 4:39), but differing social 
structures may also have been at the root of the 
changes (Gen 36:9-14, 15-19; 1 Chron 1:35-36). 
Some changes in genealogies may reflect political 
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and geographical realignments (see, e.g., Gen 46:9, 
12, 17; 1 Chron 7:23). Linear genealogies were also 
used to legitimize one’s rightful authority to rule as 
king ofa people. This is apparently Matthew’s in- 
tention, as is demonstrated by the repeated focus 
on David; this view is supported by the visit of the 
Magi to see Jesus and to present royal gifts to him. 


A bronze coin of Herod Archelaus (4 B.C.—A.D. 6), 

struck in Jerusalem. Greek inscriptions: “Herod” and, 

around the galley, “Ethnarch” (“Governor”). Photo 
© Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


One should thus not be surprised if the geneal- 
ogies of Jesus are different from each other and 
serve different theological functions. The fact that 
Matthew has three evenly divided sections in his 
genealogy of Jesus, each consisting of fourteen gen- 
erations, should prompt us to ask whether Mat- 
thew ever intended it to be taken literally or whether 
he meant it to be taken figuratively to tell his par- 
ticular message about Jesus. On the other hand, is 
there a reason why Luke has the reverse order in 
his genealogy and provides so many names (77-78 
compared to the 41 in Matthew)? Why does Luke’s 
genealogy come at the end of ch. 3 rather than at 
the beginning of his Gospel, as in Matthew? What 
is Luke’s purpose for introducing this genealogy? 
Looking at these and other questions below, we 
will maintain that each evangelist has a peculiar 
story to tell with his genealogy and that theological 
issues are involved. 


1, Matthew’s Genealogy 


Matthew’s genealogy (1:2-17) seems to serve 
several important functions in his Gospel. These 
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functions are seen most clearly at the beginning of 
his Gospel in his attempt to show that Jesus is the 
legitimate heir to the Davidic messiahship and 
kingship that was anticipated by many of the Jews 
of that day. David is mentioned once in v. 1, twice 
in v. 6, and twice in v. 17. The three major divisions 
of fourteen generations identify the premonarchical 
period, the monarchical period, and the time from 
the exile to Jesus. 

Matthew was apparently a relatively sophisti- 
cated Jewish sage, if not a highly trained Pharisee, 
steeped in the Judaism of his day and aware of the 
interpretive skills of his fellow Jews.!4 He was also 
familiar with the Hellenistic mentality and lan- 
guage of his age and could appeal to both the He- 
brew Scriptures and the LxX. This helps us to under- 
stand his use of symbolic language to convey his 
message about Jesus, to understand the meaning of 
what may be a symbolic or artificial, rather than 
literal, genealogy. Many scholars have looked for 
explanations for the highly rigid structure of this 
genealogy, but most likely Matthew is using the ge- 
nealogy to focus on the identity of Jesus as the 
rightful heir to the throne of David. Notice, for ex- 
ample, that in the gematria!> of the passage there 
is a focus on fourteen. The number may well repre- 
sent the numerical equivalent of David’s name. In the 
Hebrew numerical system, the three consonants of 
David’s name, 7 1 7 (d+ v+d),is4+6 + 4, total- 
ing 14. The strong emphasis on David’s name (5 
times in 1:1-17) and the fact that his name can ac- 
count for the presence of the three (consonants in 
his name) and the fourteen (numerical equivalent 
of his name) suggest that the solution to the mean- 
ing of Matthew’s genealogy is to be found here. It is 
probably also important that David’s name is the 
fourteenth name listed. There is precedent else- 
where for the use of gematria in genealogies. For 
instance, the genealogy in Gen 46:8-27 has a 
strong focus on the number seven. Gad is the sev- 
enth in the list of sons, and his name has the nu- 
merical equivalent of seven. He also had seven 
sons. In the same passage, Rachel bore fourteen 
sons and Bilhah seven sons to Jacob, and the num- 
ber of Jacob’s family who went with him to Egypt 
was seventy. Although there are other numbers in 
this list, the number seven and numbers divided by 
seven stand out. That numbers are important to 
Matthew can be seen in Table 5-1 below, which 


gives examples of his preference for reporting activ- 
ities or teachings in categories of three. 

Also in Matthew, Jesus’ ancestry is traced through 
the line of kings, though three kings (Ahaziah, 
Joash, and Amaziah) are omitted after Joram in v. 8 
and the actual number of names in vv. 12-16 is not 
fourteen but thirteen, in spite of the statement in v. 
17. This may be due simply to an oversight in 
Matthew’s calculations. Matthew mentions four 
women in Jesus’ genealogy (Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, 
and Bathsheba)—perhaps as a means of selecting 
women who could in some sense be identified with 
Mary. Brown suggests that these four women were 
chosen because there was something irregular, if 
not scandalous, about their union with their hus- 
bands and because each of the women played an 
important part in the plan of God. Consequently, 
each could be identified as one through whom 
the Holy Spirit worked, just as Matthew suggests 
happened with Mary.!® Matthew's genealogy fo- 
cuses upon Jesus as the Messiah, that is, the 
Anointed One or the Christ, and his right to be the 
heir of David’s throne. We should finally note that 
all of the names after Zerubbabel from Abiud to 
Jacob are unknown. According to Matthew, Jo- 
seph’s father was Jacob, not Heli as Luke claims 
(Luke 3:23). 


2. Luke’s Genealogy 


Luke’s genealogy (3:23-38) follows the begin- 
ning of Jesus’ ministry, after Jesus has been 
anointed by the Spirit and identified as God’s ser- 
vant/son. There is a possible allusion here to Moses, 
whose genealogy is not given when he is first intro- 
duced in relation to his parents in Exod 2:1-2 but 
only later, after he had received his call from God 
in the wilderness (Exod 6:14—27). In Exod 2:1, 2, not 
even Moses’ parents’ names are given. Whether 
this identification with Moses was Luke’s intention 
or not, there are definite parallels. Several features 
of Luke’s genealogy merit further attention. For in- 
stance, Luke begins his genealogy with Jesus and 
proceeds backwards to Adam and ultimately to 
God (Luke 3:38), a possible means of introducing 
Jesus as the Son of God and the Son of Man. In He- 
brew, °adam is the word for “human.” The geneal- 
ogy in Luke’s Gospel may serve his universalistic 
understanding of the gospel by showing that Jesus 
is related to the whole of the human race. Perhaps 
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0. Three parables of warning 


also Luke is emphasizing Jesus’ role as Son of Man, 
a representative suffering servant in the tradition 
of Isa 53:10—-12. It is likely that through his geneal- 
ogy Luke identifies Jesus with the whole human 
race and even with God. 

Luke includes seventy-seven names where Mat- 
thew only has forty-one. The period from Abraham 
to Jesus has fifty-six names in Luke, and even here, 
only half of the names are the same as those in 
Matthew’s list, except for those after the time of the 
captivity. Many of the names after the exile in both 
Luke’s and Matthew’s lists are not found anywhere 


(24:32-25:30)!” 


else. There may be a pattern of eleven sevens in 
Luke’s list, but a pattern of sevens is not as evident 
with Luke as with Matthew. 

Both Matthew and Luke offer the genealogy of 
Joseph, not Mary. The widely held view that Luke 
offers the genealogy of Mary and Matthew presents 
the genealogy of Joseph was first proposed in 1490 
by Annius, the bishop of Viterbo in central Italy. 
That view, though obviously intended to account 
for the clear differences between Matthew and Luke, 
fails to deal adequately with the fact that both ge- 
nealogies mention Joseph, but not Mary. 
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C. The Early Childhood of Jesus 


Not much is known about the childhood of 
Jesus, apart from the one passage in Luke 2:39-52, 
which tells of Jesus’ childhood visit to Jerusalem 
and the temple. The following information, how- 
ever, may be gleaned and inferred from the Gospels. 

It can be inferred from Luke 2:24 that Joseph 
and Mary’s offering in the temple was that of a 
poor family and that Jesus was probably brought 
up in relatively poor surroundings. Although the 
vast majority of the population would have been 
considered poor, the fact that Jesus had the trade of 
carpenter or stonemason probably put him into a 
higher socioeconomic level. Being a carpenter meant 
that Jesus would have been a member of the arti- 
san class or a tradesman. From what we know of 
the growth of cities in the Decapolis region, espe- 
cially Sepphoris (although this city is not men- 
tioned in the NT), people with various skills and 
subtrades such as Jesus’ were in high demand. He 
was likely to have been strong in stature, since in 
antiquity a carpenter normally cut his own timber 
and hauled it to his workshop. It should be noted 
that the term “carpenter” or “wood-craftsman” 
(téktTwv, tektdn) was also used of stonemasons, who 
often carried huge rocks. Jesus’ ability to chase the 
moneychangers out of the temple, whether it was a 
few or all of them, as the four Gospel writers report, 
is not out of step with a man of considerable strength 
such as we might expect from a carpenter in the 
prime of life. 

From Mark 6:3, where Jesus is described as the 
son of Mary (a not uncommon way of describing a 
son whose father had died), we might also infer 
that he had important responsibilities in his family 
early on, since he was the oldest male child in his 
home. It may also be that the early death of Joseph 
resulted in poverty for the family as Jesus was 
growing up, but this is merely supposition. Joseph 
is not mentioned after the birth stories in Matthew 
and Luke except for Jesus’ visit to Jerusalem in 
Luke 2:39-52, his baptism in Luke 3:23, and the 
start of his ministry in Luke 4:22. On the other 
hand, Joseph is mentioned as the father of Jesus in 
John 6:42, with the possible implication that Joseph 
and Mary were both still living at the time of Jesus’ 
ministry. In John 1:45 Jesus is identified as the son 
of Joseph, and in Luke 4:22 the same occurs with 
no indication of Joseph’s death. Mary’s name, how- 
ever, seldom occurs outside the infancy narratives 


(see Mark 6:3; Matt 13:55; Acts 1:14). Mary was the 
mother of Jesus and Joseph was the reputed father, 
but it is not certain that Joseph was still living as 
Jesus approached adulthood. What seems clear is 
his rejection of family ties and social contacts 
(Mark 3:21, 31-35; 6:1-6; and esp. Luke 14:25-26; 
John 7:3-9). Jesus was from a fairly large family 
that included four brothers and at least two sisters 
(Mark 6:3). From Mark, it appears that Jesus’ fam- 
ily did not follow him or believe in him during the 
days of his ministry (esp. 3:21, 31-35). 

Jesus’ references to common things reveal his 
familiarity with an agrarian community. He uses 
these illustrations: sewing patches on a garment 
(Mark 2:21), the growth of a farmer's crop (Mark 
4:26-29), the growth of the lilies of the field and the 
grass of the field (Matt 6:28-30), the farmer with 
two barns (Luke 12:16-21), the sower who sowed 
seed (Mark 4:1-9), the price of small birds (Matt 
10:29-31; Luke 12:6-7), and the amount of a com- 
mon worker's daily wages (Matt 20:1—2). 

A typical Jewish boy in Palestine in the first 
century would have been educated in the syna- 
gogue, taken annually to the temple in Jerusalem 
(if the family had the means), and given religious 
training in the home. Jesus’ attendance at the syn- 
agogue and his visits to the temple, as well as his 
references to the law and its practice, all suggest 
that he had such a training. This training, how- 
ever, was not the same as that received by clergy. 
Jesus was a layperson in his theological education. 
Meier is probably right to understand the well-known 
parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:30-37), 
with its reference to the priest and the Levite, as 
an “anticlerical joke” shared with Galileans who 
were distrustful of the clergy of their day.!8 It cer- 
tainly was not a story from one who shared their 
ranks. 

The region where Jesus grew up had a large 
Gentile population, and he likely learned enough 
Greek to do business with the Gentiles of Galilee, 
possibly even teaching in Greek occasionally, Even 
so, his usual language was probably Aramaic, and 
because of his synagogue training, he probably 
also had some knowledge of Hebrew. His contacts 
with Gentiles and his ability to communicate with 
them are well attested in the Gospels. For instance, 
Jesus almost certainly spoke Greek with the Syro- 
phoenician woman in Mark 7:24-30 and with Pi- 
late in Mark 15:2. Indeed, it is probable that we 


have the actual words of Jesus in Mark 15:2 (paral- 
lels in Matt 27:11; Luke 23:3; cf. John 18:18-37) in 
his dialogue with Pilate, when he affirms that he is 
the king of the Jews. It may even be that Jesus’ con- 
versation with his disciples in Matt 16:13—20 in the 
region of Caesarea Philippi, a Greek-speaking area, 
record his actual words.’? 


D. John the Baptist and the Baptism 
of Jesus 


All four of the Gospels indicate that Jesus began 
his ministry during the time of John the Baptist’s 
preaching. For them, the story of Jesus begins in 
conjunction with the ministry of John. Jesus’ mes- 
sage was closely tied to that of John, and like John, 
Jesus called for true repentance as the preparation 
for the coming kingdom of God (see Mark 1:4, 15), 
and for baptism as the sign or seal of the reception 
of his preaching (see Mark 1:4; John 3:22—27). The 
popularity of John is attested not only in all four 
canonical Gospels and Acts, where John’s disciples 
were preaching as far away as Ephesus (Acts 19:1-7), 
but also in Josephus, whose comments about John 
merit attention: 


But to some of the Jews the destruction of Herod’s 
army seemed to be divine vengeance, and certainly a 
just vengeance, for his treatment of John, surnamed 
the Baptist. For Herod had put him to death, though 
he was a good man and had exhorted the Jews to 
lead righteous lives, to practice justice towards their 
fellows and piety towards God, and so doing to join 
in baptism. In his view this was a necessary prelimi- 
nary if baptism was to be acceptable to God. They 
must not employ it to gain pardon for whatever sins 
they committed, but as a consecration of the body 
implying that the soul was already thoroughly 
cleansed by right behaviour. When others too joined 
the crowds about him, because they were aroused to 
the highest degree by his sermons, Herod became 
alarmed. Eloquence that had so great an effect on 
mankind might lead to some form of sedition, for it 
looked as if they would be guided by John in every- 
thing that they did. Herod decided therefore that it 
would be much better to strike first and be rid of him 
before his work led to an uprising, than to wait for 
an upheaval, get involved in a difficult situation and 
see his mistake. Though John, because of Herod's 
suspicions, was brought in chains to Machaerus, the 
stronghold that we have previously mentioned, and 
there put to death, yet the verdict of the Jews was 
that the destruction visited upon Herod’s army was a 
vindication of John, since God saw fit to inflict such a 
blow on Herod. (Ant. 18.116-119; Feldman, LCL) 
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Much has been made of the dress and diet of 
John the Baptist (Mark 1:6), his practice of baptism 
in the Jordan, and the origin of his ministry in the 
Judean wilderness. Could there be a connection be- 
tween John and the Essene community at Qumran 
or a similar community in that area? This is im- 
probable, but it is interesting that John evidently 
rejected his priestly heritage (he was the son of 
Zechariah the priest, according to Luke 1:5). It is 
even possible that John, born to parents who were 
already getting old (Luke 1:7), was orphaned as a 
child and grew up in a community, like Qumran, 
known for taking in orphans. A connection with 
such a community, however, is not mentioned ei- 
ther in the NT or in Josephus, and there are clear 
distinctions between the kind of baptism of repen- 
tance John practiced and the daily ablutions at 
Qumran. 

John was the first prophet in Israel in more 
than three hundred years, and his influence upon 
his nation was considerable. His impact on Galilee 
is obvious, for Jesus himself came from Nazareth in 
Galilee to be baptized by him (Mark 1:9). Later, Je- 
sus’ disciples practiced baptism as the sign and seal 
of the reception of their message, just as John had 
done. 

Scholars generally agree that Jesus identified 
himself with the preaching of John the Baptist 
and was soon thereafter baptized by John-in the 
Jordan, shortly before he began his own ministry 
around A.D. 28. There is little doubt that Jesus 
was baptized by John, as the Synoptics clearly 
state (Mark 1:9-1]1; Matt 3:13-17; Luke 3:21-22; 
cf. Acts 10:37-38). John, who recounts the same 
story of the Spirit descending upon Jesus (1:29-34), 
does not mention baptism as the agency of that 
descending Spirit, or the occasion for the divine 
approval (“This is my Son, the Beloved”); he does 
not mention Jesus’ baptism at all. John appar- 
ently made a conscious decision to deal in this 
way with an obvious embarrassment for the 
church, namely, that Jesus the Christ received a 
baptism of repentance. There appears to be no 
reason why the church would invent such a 
story or pass it along in its traditions if there was 
not some basis in reality for it. 

If the tradition is authentic, why was Jesus 
baptized? If Jesus was sinless, as many early Chris- 
tians proclaimed (2 Cor 5:21), why would he have 
submitted to John’s baptism, a baptism of repentance 
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(Mark 1:4; Matt 3:2-6, 11; Luke 3:3, 7-8, 10-14)? 
Meier suggests that it was because Jesus identified 
with John’s message of the “imminent disaster that 
was threatening Israel in the last days of its history, 
a disaster to be avoided only by national repen- 
tance.”“° Jesus continued several themes of John’s 
preaching throughout his ministry, including that 
of God’s care for those who are dispossessed and 
unfortunate (Matt 25:31-46; cf. Luke 3:7-14; Matt 
3:7-10). To be sure, Jesus had a more “realized es- 
chatology” than did John and less of a focus on 
the observance of holy days (Mark 2:18-22; Luke 
5:33-39), but both emphasized the imminent king- 
dom, concern for the physically impaired (Luke 
14:1-6) and the poor (Luke 14:12-14, 21-24), a 
changed life (repentance) as a prerequisite for en- 
tering into that kingdom, and baptism as the sign 
and seal under which that kingdom is accepted. 

Perhaps we should differentiate between what 
the baptism by John meant to Jesus and what it 
meant to the evangelists. They clearly connected it 
with the identity of Jesus as the Son of God (“This is 
my Son, the Beloved” )—the fulfillment of Ps 2:7— 
and as the servant of the Lord in Isa 42:1, cited in 
the declaration at his baptism (see Mark 1:11; Matt 
3:17; Luke 3:21-22) or at the time that John was 
baptizing (John 1:34). For the evangelists, the initi- 
ation of Jesus’ public ministry at his baptism indi- 
cates that the fulfillment of prophecy is at hand 
and that “the Son of God, the royal Davidic mes- 
siah, is anointed with God’s spirit to be the final 
prophet and servant of the Lord sent to a sinful 
people,” 

Meier argues that Jesus’ and John’s acceptance 
of the practice of baptism shows that they were 
centering their lives around a new ritual or rite 
that lacked the sanction of tradition and the temple 
authorities. They thereby were calling into ques- 
tion the sufficiency of the temple and synagogue 
worship as it was practiced by the Jews at that 
time.” 

But did the reception of John’s baptism mean 
more for Jesus than just this? Did Jesus consider 
himself a sinner before God? The mere raising of 
that question takes us well beyond the available 
data in our sources and beyond the scope of the 
historian to respond. The church has clearly an- 
swered with a resounding no, speaking beyond his- 
torically quantifiable data and in theological terms. 
Meier concludes that the texts do “not yield suffi- 


cient data to form a judgment in the matter’*? and 
reminds us that the acknowledgment of sin in an- 
tiquity was not like the experience we often think 
of today, in which one confesses a list of personal 
sins. It included, rather, an awareness that one 
was part of the history of sin because one was part 
of a sinful people. He finds examples of this in 
the prayers of confession of Ezra, who identified 
with his people and confessed their sin as a people 
to God (Ezra 9:6-7, 10-11, 15; but see also 10S 
I, 18-II, 2). Meier concludes that we cannot know 
with any certainty what was going on in Jesus’ 
mind at his baptism but that we can at least as- 
sume the following: Jesus acknowledged John as an 
eschatological prophet of God;?* he agreed with 
John on the imminent judgment of God on a sinful 
Israel; and he submitted to John’s baptism “as a 
seal of his own resolve to change his life and as a 
pledge of salvation as part of a purified Israel.”2° 
Borg understands the meaning of Jesus as eschato- 
logical prophet in the following way: “To say that 
Jesus was the eschatological prophet is to say that 
he saw himself as the prophet of the end who pro- 
claimed the end of the world in his own time and 
the urgency of repentance before it was too late. 
That was the core of his message and mission,”2° 
Although Borg, with others, does not believe that 
this picture was true of the historical Jesus—that 
is, that Jesus understood himself as an eschatologi- 
cal prophet—it is difficult to argue historically that 
Jesus was not drawn to the message of John the 
Baptist, who himself announced the coming of the 
end times. Jesus identified his ministry with that of 
John the Baptist, who proclaimed the near arrival 
of the end times and called upon the Israelites to 
prepare themselves for it (Matt 3:2; Mark 1:2-4; 
Luke 3:2-9; John 1:19-23, as the quotation from 
Mal 4:5 indicates). 

The synoptic evangelists themselves viewed Je- 
sus’ baptism as an announcement that he was the 
Son of God, but there were other messages as well. 
For Mark, the first witness to this event, it was God 
showing his approval of Jesus’ mission (compare 
Mark 1:11 with Ps 2:7 and Isa 42:1). For Matthew, it 
was understood as necessary for Jesus’ consecra- 
tion to ministry (Matt 3:14, 15) to fulfill the de- 
mands of righteousness. According to Acts 10:37—38, 
the baptism was evidently viewed as God’s anoint- 
ing of Jesus with the Spirit as he began his minis- 
try. In Luke’s Gospel, the baptism may have been a 
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Machaerus (Mukéawir, Jordan), the site of Herod the Great's easternmost fortress and the place where John the 
Baptist was beheaded (Mark 6:14-29; Josephus, Ant. 18.116-119), A Roman siege ramp is in the foreground. 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


part of the Lukan motif of identifying Jesus with 
those he came to save; hence, after Jesus was born, 
he was dedicated in the temple, was baptized along 
with the others coming to John, was identified with 
the human race in his genealogy (Luke 3:23-38), 
and, like all humanity, was tempted but did not sin 
(Luke 4:1—13). 

Finally, there was a time when John sent his 
own disciples to Jesus to ask whether he was the 
Messiah of God or whether he should continue 
seeking another (Luke 7:18-19). Luke 7:21, with its 
parallel in Matt 11:2-6, states that “Jesus had just 
then cured many people of diseases, plagues, and 
evil spirits, and had given sight to many who were 
blind.” Jesus then tells them of the activity of the 
expected Messiah, saying “Go and tell John what 
you have seen and heard: the blind receive their 
sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the 
deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good 
news brought to them. And blessed is anyone who 
takes no offense at me” (Luke 7:22-23; cf. Isa 
29:18-19; 35:5-6; 61:1). In a recently published text 


from Qumran, 4QMessianic Apocalypse (4Q521), 
there is a similar interpretation of the Isaiah pas- 
sages by another form of Judaism of the first cen- 
tury, the Essenes. This text suggests that several 
Jewish groups of the early first century had similar 
understandings of what phenomena would accom- 
pany the coming of the Messiah: 


[for the heavJens and the earth will listen to his Mes- 
siah, [and all] that is in them will not turn away from 
the holy precepts. Be encouraged, you who are seek- 
ing the Lord in his service! . . . Will you not, perhaps, 
encounter the lord in it, all those who hope in their 
heart? For the Lord will observe the devout, and call 
the just by name, and upon the poor he will place his 
spirit, and the faithful he will renew with his 
strength. For he will honour the devout upon the 
throne of eternal royalty, freeing prisoners, giving 
sight to the blind, straightening out the twisted. 
Ever shall I cling to those who hope. In his mercy he 
will jud[ge] for he will heal the badly wounded and will 
make the dead live, he will proclaim good news to the 
meek [and] give lavishly [to the need]y, lead the ex- 
iled and enrich the hungry. [. . .] and all [. . .]. 
(49521 2 1)” 
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The exchange between Jesus and John’s dis- 
ciples in Luke 7 is very important because it is an 
early reference to Jesus’ understanding of his mes- 
sianic role. This so-called Q passage, quite similar 
to the wording in both Matthew and Luke, suggests 
that it was a very early tradition in the church. 
Members of the Jesus Seminar have voted against 
the authenticity of this passage,® but apparently 
without sufficient cause, just a prior assumption 
that Jesus could not have said about himself any- 
thing related to an apocalyptic figure who would 
establish an apocalyptic kingdom of God. But this 
passage is well attested, and there is every reason 
to believe that it essentially came from Jesus him- 
self. Other voices of first-century Judaism also be- 
lieved that the coming messiah would be accompa- 
nied by remarkable phenomena. 


E. The Temptation of Jesus 


Matthew and Luke, following Mark and Q, in- 
dicate that Jesus was tempted in the wilderness 
after his baptism, before the beginning of his 
ministry. The story is not mentioned in John. The 
only other references to this temptation in the NT 
are found in Heb 2:18 and 4:15, where the author 
claims that Jesus was tempted so that he could 
identify with humanity and understand what hu- 
manity faces in its temptations. The purpose of 
the temptations is not clearly stated in the Syn- 
optics, but it may be that, in the view of the 
evangelists, there were several motives. In Luke, 
these appear to be related to the theme of Jesus’ 
identity with humanity: his birth in lowly cir- 
cumstances, his baptism with the people of Israel, 
his genealogy connecting him to all of humanity 
(through Adam) as well as God, and his tempta- 
tions such as others face. When combined, these 
stories present a vivid picture of Jesus’ interest in, 
and identification with, humanity in all of its 
frailty and vulnerability. It may also be that Luke 
(4:1-13) and Matthew (4:1-11) viewed the man- 
ner in which Jesus faced his temptations as a 
model for the church to follow. It is instructive 
that Luke has the Spirit descend upon Jesus at his 
baptism (3:22) and empower him during his 
temptations (4:1) and at the beginning of his 
ministry (4:14). In his opening ministry at the 
synagogue in Nazareth, Jesus is invited to read 
from Isa 61:1-2 (cf. 58:6), which begins, “The 


Spirit of the Lord is upon me” (Luke 4:16—21). 
Luke may have tried to point out to the church 
how to overcome temptation, even as Jesus over- 
came it, by showing that the ability to overcome 
is available to those who rely upon the power of 
the Spirit when they face trials, and to those who 
depend upon the sacred Scriptures. This was un- 
doubtedly an important message for the early 
church, indeed for the church of any age. 

Finally, it is difficult not to see the parallels and 
contrasts between the temptation of Jesus and the 
temptations of Israel in the wilderness. The num- 
ber forty is prominent in both Jesus’ and Israel's 
temptations, and both temptations, or trials, take 
place in the wilderness. Physical hunger was a part 
of both (Luke 4:3; cf. Num 11:1-15). The contrasts 
are also clear. Jesus was obedient to God; the Isra- 
elites were not, save Joshua and Caleb (Num 
13:26-33). For the forty days of spying there were 
forty years of wandering in the wilderness. Jesus’ 
temptations were for forty days, during which he 
was obedient to God and dependent upon God (the 
Holy Spirit) for strength. 


F, The Early Galilean Ministry 


Jesus grew up in Galilee, which, as we have 
mentioned, had a large Gentile population and 
seems to have been a place where the Jews were 
strongly nationalistic. The region, the most fertile 
and agriculturally productive land in the nation, 
yielded many kinds of fruit, and the Sea of Galilee, 
also called Gennesaret, was well known for its 
plentiful fish. One of the oldest descriptions of the 
area, near the time of Jesus, comes from Josephus: 


Skirting the lake of Gennesar [Galilee], and also bear- 
ing that name, lies a region whose natural properties 
and beauty are very remarkable. There is not a plant 
which its fertile soil refuses to produce, and its culti- 
vators in fact grow every species; the air is so well- 
tempered that it suits the most opposite varieties. 
The walnut, a tree which delights in the most wintry 
climate, here grows luxuriantly, beside palm-trees, 
which thrive on heat, and figs and olives, which re- 
quire a milder atmosphere. One might say that na- 
ture had taken pride in thus assembling, by a tour de 
force, the most discordant species in a single spot, 
and that, by a happy rivalry, each of the seasons 
wished to claim this region for her own. For not only 
has the country this surprising merit of producing 
such diverse fruits, but it also preserves them: for ten 
months without intermission it supplies those kings 
of fruits, the grape and the fig; the rest mature on the 


trees the whole year round. Besides being favoured 
by its genial air, the country is watered by a highly 
fertilizing spring, called by the inhabitants Capharnaum; 
some have imagined this to be a branch of the Nile, 
from its producing a fish resembling coracin found in 
the lake of Alexandria. This region extends along the 
border of the lake which bears its name for a length 
of thirty furlongs and inland to a depth of twenty. 
Such is the nature of this district. (War 3.516-521; 
Thackeray, LCL) 


This is the region where Jesus began his minis- 
try. The Sea of Galilee is thirteen miles long and 
eight miles at its widest point. On its north shore in 
the first century was the little village of Capernaum, 
which had a population of 1,000 to 1,500. It was 
here that Jesus established the headquarters for his 
ministry in Galilee. On the east and west sides of 
Galilee and on the eastern and western sides of the 
Jordan River to the south were ten Gentile cities 
called the Decapolis, a league of cities; Sepphoris, 
the capital of Galilee and one of the Decapolis cit- 
ies, was located only three to four miles north- 
west of Nazareth. Jesus made two brief visits to this 
area during his ministry (Mark 5:1-20; 7:31-37). 


Clay jars modeled after those in which the scrolls 
from the Dead Sea were preserved. 
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From there he also went north and west to the 
region of Tyre and Sidon on the Phoenician sea- 
coast (Mark 7:24-30). The Gospels do not record 
that he went into the cities in either area. One 
might wonder whether Jesus went into the larger 
cities, such as Sepphoris, Tiberias, or Scythopolis, 
and if he did not, why not. For whatever reasons, 
he apparently went instead to the small towns, vil- 
lages, and countryside in Galilee for most of his 
ministry. 

The inhabitants of Galilee included low- to 
moderate-income farmers or fishermen (Mark 
1:16-17) as well as many rootless peasants and 
itinerant craftsmen (Matt 20:1-16). The Jewish 
aristocracy of the region lived mostly in Sepphoris, 
Tiberias, and Scythopolis. Most of the lesser offi- 
cials in the region—judges, civil administrators, 
tax collectors, stewards for absentee landlords— 
came from Jerusalem and were resented by the 
residents of Galilee. For example, Jesus’ parable 
of the absentee landlord sending his servants to 
collect payment from wicked tenants for the use 
of his land (Mark 12:1~12) is stinging in its indict- 
ment, since Jesus told it to members of the San- 
hedrin—chief priests, scribes, and elders (see the 
context in Mark 11:27).?? It appears that most of 
the citizens of Galilee were deprived, not well 
schooled, uncultured, and even ridiculed by 
other Jews. Notice, for instance, the view that Je- 
sus’ disciples were uneducated (Acts 4:5-13, when 
Peter and John stood before the Sanhedrin) and 
the question in John 1:46 whether anything good 
could come out of Nazareth.*° Not all who came 
from the region were uneducated, but it ap- 
pears that this was more the case than a few ex- 
ceptions might suggest. Sepphoris, the location 
of Herod Antipas’s “ornament of all Galilee” 
(Josephus, Ant. 18.27) and home of the local Jewish 
aristocracy, was resented by the majority of the 
Jews in the region, especially during the rebellion 
of A.D. 66-70, when the citizens of that commu- 
nity remained loyal to Rome. In A.D. 25 Herod 
Antipas built Tiberias as a new capital city of the 
region, but Sepphoris continued to serve as a 
home for the wealthy and educated. Sepphoris 
was well within the view of the residents of Naza- 
reth, since both towns were on opposite sides of a 
valley. The discovery of a Greek inscription from 
a Roman-period synagogue at Sepphoris may in- 
dicate that there was a Jewish-Christian synagogue 
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A modern replica of ancient boats (so-called Jesus boats) on the Sea of Galilee. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


there in the late first or second century, since the 
inscription has the typical Christian Chi-Rho 
monogram at the end.*! By the fifth century, 
there was clearly a strong Christian presence in 
the city, evidenced by the presence of a bishop 
from Sepphoris at the Council of Chalcedon in A.D. 
451. There are also second-century reports of a 
Jewish Christian named Jacob who talked about 
Jesus at Sepphoris and gained permission to start 
a church.*# : 

In Galilee Jesus proclaimed a new order of real- 
ity coming in the near future. He argued that the 
kingdom of God would reverse the social order and 
bring equality, liberation, and justice. This was Je- 
sus’ message in the synagogue in Nazareth (Luke 
4:16-19), and he commented on at least three occa- 
sions that “the last will be first, and the first will be 
last” (Matt 20:16; Mark 10:31; Luke 13:30). It is 
clear from the Gospels that Jesus led a movement of 
disciples whom he had personally called to a radical 
change of lifestyle. He called them to renounce 
their home (Mark 1:16; 10:28-31; Matt 8:20) or families 
(Luke 14:26—27), to give up their possessions (Matt 


10:1-10; Mark 10:25), to reject self-protection (Matt 
5:38-39), and to live a life of self-denial (Mark 8:34—37), 

All four Gospels portray Jesus as an itinerant 
preacher who was homeless and without a source 
of income. His disciples accompanied him on his 
journeys in Galilee, and it appears that on occasion 
women also accompanied him, especially on his 
journey to Jerusalem. Jesus said to a would-be dis- 
ciple in Matt 8:20, “Foxes have holes, and birds of 
the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere 
to lay his head.” All the evangelists agree on this 
picture, and we find that Jesus frequently eats at 
the homes of others and is cared for by his follow- 
ers (Mark 2:15-17; Luke 7:36—50; 11:37-44; 19:1-10), 
especially by the women (Luke 8:1-3). Indeed, it ap- 
pears that the main source of care came from 
women who became followers of Jesus (see also 
Matt 27:55-56; Mark 15:40—41). 

Jesus’ earliest followers became wandering vag- 
abonds who could be asked to endure such hard- 
ships of deprivation and trials because the kingdom 
of God was imminent and the call to men and 
women was urgent (Matt 9:35-38). He asked for a 


Chapter 5 / The Story of Jesus: Part A 133 
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radical decision from all who would follow him 
(Matt 8:18-22; Luke 9:57-62). He seemed to reject 
wealth on the part of his followers, and he is re- 
corded to have said that it would be easier for a 
camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a 
rich man to enter the kingdom of God (Mark 10:25). 

Those persons who were most likely to hear Je- 
sus’ message and to be especially drawn to such a 
movement were the disenfranchised, who had 
‘everything to gain and nothing to lose from such a 
significant change in the social order. Jesus’ call for 
justice, love of the poor, and the giving of mercy to 
the least in society (Luke 4:16-21; Matt 5:3ff.; 
25:31-46) would especially have appealed to those 
who were deprived of justice, love, and mercy. Gali- 
lee was an area by and large filled with the dispos- 
sessed and oppressed (Matt 9:35-38). Paul’s com- 
ments about the makeup of the church in Corinth 
shows that the Gospel appealed to a similar kind of 
people outside Palestine as well (cf. 1 Cor 1:26—27). 

Not all of Jesus’ followers in Galilee, however, 
were “down-and-outers.” For example, Zebedee 
had hired laborers (Mark 1:20); those who were 


An olive press from Roman times found at 
Capernaum. Photo Lee M. McDonald 


able to hire laborers had a certain status in village 
communities. Also, one of Jesus’ disciples was a tax 
collector (Matthew or Levi), and further south in 
Jericho Zacchaeus, a wealthy “chief” tax collector, 
became a follower of Jesus (Luke 19:1-10). One of 
Jesus’ followers was a Zealot (Simon), one was a 
rich member of the town council (Joseph; cf. Matt 
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A unique column discovered at Chorazin; it has a 
companion in the Israeli Archaeological Museum in 
Jerusalem. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


27:57; Luke 23:50-51); even a Roman military offi- 
cer came to Jesus (Luke 7:2-10). Jesus apparently 
could move freely among all groups of people, but 
those most likely to listen to him and most open to 
a radical change were those who were the most 
‘vulnerable in society and had nothing to lose in fol- 
Jowing him—the poor. The large numbers of poor 
and uneducated members of the church even in 
the second century prompted Celsus to write: “Let 
no one educated, no one wise, no one sensible 
draw near [to the Christians]. For those abilities are 
thought by us to be evils. But as for anyone igno- 
rant, anyone stupid, anyone uneducated, anyone 
who is a child, let him come boldly” (Origen, Cels. 
3.44 [LCL]). 

That some, but not many, educated and pros- 
perous persons joined the Christian community in 
the early development of the church is no doubt be- 
hind Paul’s comments in 1 Cor 1:26-29: 


Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not 
many of you were wise by human standards, not 
many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. 
But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame 
the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to 
shame the strong; God chose what is low and de- 
spised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to 
nothing things that are, so that no one might boast 
in the presence of God. 


Well into the second century, Christians were 
laughed at and mocked because of the large num- 
ber of uneducated and uncultured adherents. Only 
after the mid—second century A.D. did the church 
begin to have a respectable number of philosophers 
and scholars advocating the Christian faith, such 
as Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, 
and Origen. One of them, Aristo, came from the 
unlikely community of Pella in the region of Galilee. 

Considerable discussion has been raised about 
whether Jesus intended to found a religious com- 
munity, the new Israel. Although there is nothing 
in the Gospels to indicate how Jesus wanted that 
community organized, it is obvious from the very 
selection of the Twelve” that he had decided to es- 
tablish some kind of community faithful to the Lord. 
His disciples, convinced that they would have au- 
thority in that community, were even debating 
among themselves over who would be greatest in 
that kingdom (Mark 8:33-37). It is not likely that the 
early church would have invented the notion of the 
Twelve, later inserting it into the story of Jesus, es- 
pecially since one of the Twelve, Judas Iscariot, is 
identified as the one who betrayed him. Meier is no 
doubt correct when he concludes that this could 
hardly be an invention of church propaganda. He 
observes the lesson from Qumran that some scholars 
have ignored, that Jesus’ view on the imminent 
judgment of God and the coming of the eschatolog- 
ical kingdom did not mean that he was uninterested 
in organization. Qumran, an eschatological com- 
munity with similar views about the coming kingdom 
of God, was also a very organized community.? 

Thanks to John’s Gospel, we learn that Jesus 
ministered frequently in Jerusalem, which helps us 
to understand why a strong church developed 
there after his death, but also from John we get a 
different idea of the length of Jesus’ ministry (see 
sec. A, above). The Synoptic Gospels mention only 
one Passover and appear to reduce the ministry of 
Jesus to a period of less than one year. The Pass- 
over meal was the occasion for the Last Supper of 
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The Jezreel Valley with a view to Mount Tabor, © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 
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A view of the plains of Megiddo (Harmagedon), where some believe the last great battle of humanity will take place 
(Rev 16:12-16). Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


Jesus with his disciples (Mark 14:12-16; Matt 
26:17-19; Luke 22:7-13), and this is supported by 
Paul’s reference to Jesus as “our pascal lamb” (1 
Cor 5:7). John, on the other hand, mentions three 
or possibly four such occasions during the career of 
Jesus John 2:13; possibly 5:1; 6:4; 11:55; 12:1); this 
may well be more accurate than the synoptic tradi- 
tion that follows Mark. In these matters, John prob- 
ably preserves a more accurate account of the du- 
ration of Jesus’ ministry. 


G. Healings, Teachings, and the Nature 
of Jesus’ Appeal 


Among the chief characteristics of Jesus’ minis- 
try are reports about his remarkable activity of 
healing persons from illnesses and physical ailments 
such as blindness and engaging in such phenom- 
ena as calming a storm. From the time of the En- 
lightenment, when miracles were called into ques- 
tion by David Hume and his contemporaries, many 
theologians have tried to ground their Christian 


faith in a Jesus of history, that is, in a Jesus without 
the so-called mythological reports about miracles 
that were attributed to him. All such stories about 
remarkable healings, walking on the water, and 
the like were summarily dismissed without distinc- 
tion and removed from the Gospels as inauthentic 
material. Even Bultmann, who acknowledged that 
Jesus was a miracle worker—that he was known to 
have performed a number of healings—accepted 
this aspect of Jesus but attributed it not to the mir- 
acle-working power of God but, rather, to often 
dimly understood religious and psychological phe- 
nomena. These so-called miracles were not viewed 
as extramundane phenomena but were explained 
on the basis of common religious and/or psychoso- 
matic experiences. More recently, scholars have 
generally accepted as a part of the historical Jesus 
his ability to do remarkable healings among people. 
In a survey of NT scholarship on the matter, Craig 
Evans has applied the traditional criteria for au- 
thenticity to the miracles of Jesus and concluded 
that the older notion of myth can no longer be ap- 
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Ruins caused by an earthquake in the mid-eighth century on top of Hippos on the eastern side of Galilee. Perhaps this 
city is referred to in Jesus’ saying “a city set on a hill cannot be hid” (Matt 5:14). Photo © Rohr Productions. 
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plied to the Gospel stories. Evans claims that the 
notion “that miracles played a role in Jesus’ minis- 
try is no longer seriously contested,” concluding 
that “we are in what I think should be understood as 
a post-mythological era in life-of-Jesus research.” 
This does not mean that historical-critical scholars 
now affirm that the source of Jesus’ ability to do 
miracles came from “a bolt from the blue” (or God) 
but only that such phenomena did occur and are to 
be explained in intramundane closed-causal-nexus 
categories. Rather than get bogged down in philo- 
sophical discussion on the possibility of miracles, 
Meier argues that it is appropriate simply to recog- 
nize that faith healers and miracle workers are 
common phenomena not only in the ancient world 
but in the present age as well.°© 

Although parallels to Jesus’ miracles are some- 
times sought in the examples of Honi the Circle 
Drawer, who lived in Palestine in the first century 
B.C., and Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa, who lived per- 
haps before A.D. 70, these parallels are not impres- 
sive and are not at all similar to the stories about 


the miracles of Jesus in the Gospels.?” Others have 
tried to show parallels with the first-century itiner- 
ant philosopher Apollonius of Tyana, but signifi- 
cant contrasts outweigh the parallels. 

Jesus’ preaching and teaching brought a mes- 
sage of hope for the hopeless and a warning to 
those who were comfortable with their securities in 
this world (Luke 12:16-21). He called for the aban- 
donment of worldly securities and obedience to the 
call of God (Mark 8:34-37) and spoke of alertness 
and preparation for the coming kingdom of God 
and day of judgment that would test every person's 
preparation and vigilance (Mark 13:32-37; Matt 
24:36-51). He warned that every person would be 
judged on how they treated the hungry, thirsty, 
poor, naked, sick, and imprisoned (Matt 25:31-46). 
In his response to John the Baptist’s question is- 
sued through his disciples, “Are you the one who is 
to come, or are we to wait for another?” (Luke 
7:18), Jesus replied that the blind see and the lame 
walk—in other words, the answer was in his mir- 
acles. Brown concludes that Jesus believed that in 
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Tiberias, built by Herod Antipas, with the Jordan Valley in the upper center. The ancient ruins and mineral baths 
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An earlier view of the largely unexcavated Beth Shean, the location of the Hellenistic city Scythopolis that was inhabited 
in the New Testament era by Gentiles and wealthy Jewish landowners. The Roman theater is in the lower right. 
More recently all of this area has been excavated in significant detail. © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 
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Capernaum, the location of Jesus’ headquarters during his Galilean ministry. 
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his mission of preaching, exorcisms, and healing 
the kingdom of God was not only at hand but also 
present to some extent (see Matt 12:28; Luke 17:21).8 
In a way, in the ministry of Jesus the “not yet” of 
the kingdom of God was already present, although 
not completely. Although many scholars choose ei- 
ther the imminent apocalyptic understanding of 
the kingdom of God (it is near but not yet here) in 
the teaching of Jesus or the so-called realized es- 
chatology, in which the kingdom is fulfilled in his 
ministry, it is more probable that both are in view. 
The future has broken into the present in Jesus, but 
its fullness is yet future. 

Jesus was not as strict in observance of the law 
as were those at Qumran or those in the strict 
Pharisaic tradition. He did not allow human need 
to take second place to the keeping of the ritual of 
the law and its traditions. He associated freely with 
those the righteous considered unclean and of low 
esteem (Mark 2:15-17), was not concerned with 
keeping the traditional fasting days (Mark 2:18—22), 
and even felt free to violate traditions about work- 


ing or healing on the Sabbath (Mark 2:23-27; 3:1-6), 
It was regarding the Sabbath that such offense was 
taken by the Pharisees that they began to look for 
ways to destroy him (Mark 3:6). On the other hand, 
Jesus’ motivation to keep what the Scriptures said 
about the purity of the temple caused him to over- 
turn the moneychangers’ tables there, a story found 
in all four Gospels (Mark 11:15-18; Matt 21:12-13; 
Luke 19:45—-48; John 2:13-17). Jesus appears to an- 
nounce a new morality, a new standard by which 
people were to be evaluated and judged by God. 
This is seen in his “You have heard it said” mes- 
sages in Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount (see esp. 
5:21-48), in which he intensifies the meaning and 
application of the law to levels not heard of before. 
Although there is considerable opposition to the 
idea that Jesus actually said these words, in part 
because they fit with Matthew’s apologetic in 
showing Jesus to be more faithful in keeping the 
law than were the Pharisees, they fit the picture of 
Jesus that is portrayed in the Gospels. He did not 
abandon the law even though he placed greater 
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Perhaps a third-century synagogue at Capernaum. It is built on top of an earlier 
synagogue structure, dating from the time of Jesus. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


value on the law’s call to care for human need 
than on its many rituals. This is clear in his teach- 
ing of the greatest commandments, loving God and 
one’s neighbor, which have parallels to teachings 
of Hillel before him (Mark 12:28-34; Luke 10:25-28; 
Matt 22:37-40). Luke supplies a further parable that 
illustrates this very point, and isolates Jesus’ under- 
standing of the meaning of the Law from that of 
the religious people of his day. In the parable of the 
Good Samaritan (Luke 10:29-31), Jesus stated that 
the end of the law was to love God and one’s neigh- 
bor. Challenged by a scribe or lawyer to explain 
who his neighbor was, Jesus told him not only who 
his neighbor was—anybody in need—but also how 
to be a neighbor, to care for human need. In the 
parable he contrasted the actions of a traditional 
enemy, the Samaritan, with those of the traditional 
religious people, the priest and the Levite. 

The long-standing Jewish view of the temple 
was that it was a house of prayer and worship. It 
was also a place where the Gentiles could go and 
worship in the larger courtyard, which in the time 
of Jesus was noisy with animals and moneychang- 


ers. When Jesus saw the moneychangers in the 
outer courtyard of the temple and heard the noise 
such an activity would cause, he was apparently 
so incensed that he upset the tables of the money- 
changers and drove them out of the temple (Mark 
11:15-19; Matt 21:12-16; Luke 19:45—48; John 2:13-22), 
The multiple attestation to the cleansing of the 
temple strongly witnesses to the authenticity of 
this event, even though we are not certain how 
many were involved in the incident. Jesus’ verbal 
response includes references or allusions to Isaiah, 
who said that the temple was to be a place of 
prayer (Isa 56:1-7) and focused on the place of the 
Gentiles in such worship (56:7-8). Also mentioned 
in this story are passages in Jer 7:2—14 (v. 11 in par- 
ticular) and 26:8 that focus on holiness in God's 
house and persecution of the prophets (cf. also 
Exod 30:13; Lev 1:14). John, who places this event 
at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry (John 2:13-22), 
appeals to Ps 69:9 for justification of Jesus’ actions. 
Standing behind this passage may be an under- 
standing of Zech 14:21, which focuses on holiness 


and the absence of a trader in the house of the Lord - | 
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Fish from the Sea of Galilee. It was not unusual to catch many fish at one time with a large net 
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(which Jesus may have taken to be the same as 
moneychangers). The significance of this event in 
the Synoptics is their depiction of it as one of the 
primary activities of Jesus, during his last week of 
ministry in Jerusalem, that led to his arrest (Mark 
11:18-19; Luke 19:45—48). > It also shows Jesus’ 
concern for true worship and possibly even a con- 
cern for the Gentiles, who had no other place to go. 

At the heart of Jesus’ teaching and preaching 
was the message of the kingdom of God and how 
one should prepare for its coming. Jesus, in some 
sense, saw the kingdom of God and God himself 
present in his ministry and person. This was also a 
factor that led to his arrest and crucifixion. 


H. The Transfiguration of Jesus 


The transfiguration is one of the events that is 
found only in the Synoptic Gospels (Mark 9:2-8; 
Matt 17:1-8; Luke 9:28-36) (see table 5-2). It is, 
however, referred to one other time in 2 Pet 1:16-19. 
Since the transfiguration is beyond normal human 


experience and appears to have a theological func- 
tion in the Gospels, most scholars have either written 
this event off as a transposed resurrection narrative 
(e.g. Bultmann) or dismissed it altogether. It is not 
discussed in most historical-Jesus studies. Like the 
virginal conception stories, the transfiguration 
simply does not fit into natural human experience. 
But is there more that can be said about this story? 
What is its purpose in the Gospel narratives? How 
does it function to further the story that each evan- 
gelist tells? 

The story is laden with several important theo- 
logical motifs and seems to function, after the con- 
fession of Peter in the previous section, as a 
foreshadowing of the coming kingdom and as an 
encouragement to that inner circle of disciples who 
witnessed it. It is also wrapped up with Mark’s 
“messianic secret” motif.*° In the transfiguration, 
the evangelists describe Jesus in his heavenly glory 
as the Messiah, the Son of God. Matthew calls 
this a vision (6papa, horama, 17:9), but the exact 
nature of the experience appears to go beyond other 
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The ancient city of Gerasa (Jerash, Jordan), one of the cities of the Decapolis and also a major route to Damascus © 
during the time of the apostle Paul. It is doubtful that Jesus performed the miracle of exorcizing the pigs in this 
community (see Matt 8:28; Luke 8:26; Mark 5:1), since it is thirty-seven miles southeast of Galilee. 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


visionary experiences mentioned in the OT and NT. 
As in other passages, such as Paul’s encounter 
with the risen Christ on the Damascus road (Acts 
9:3), brilliance is associated with visionary experi- 
ences, but in the transfiguration accounts the par- 
allel of Moses’ experience with God on Mount Sinai 
(Exod 34:29-35) is more likely because of their de- 
scription of Moses. Exodus 24:12-18 states that 
Moses was on Mount Sinai for forty days while he 
encountered God and was given assurances that 
God was with him as he continued his journey tak- 
ing the children of Israel through the wilderness 
(Exod 33:7-23; 34:29-35), His appearance was changed 
as a result of this encounter. 

A few other parallels are worth noting as well. 
For example, Mark refers to “six days” (Mark 9:2; 
cf. Exod 24:16), three companions were taken on 
the journey (Mark 9:2; cf. Exod 24:1), the experi- 
ence took place on a mountain (Mark 9:2; Matt 
17:1; Luke 9:28; cf. Exod 24:12), a cloud covered the 


mountain (Mark 9:7; cf. Exod 24:16), God’s voice 
came from the cloud (Mark 9:7; cf. Exod 24:16), an 
appearance was transformed (Mark 9:3; cf. Exod 
34:30), and there was a fearful reaction (Mark 9:6; 
cf. Exod 34:30). In Exod 24:13 Moses takes Joshua 
up with him. In Hebrew the name Jesus is Joshua. 
Whether this is veiled typology is not certain, but it 
appears to be. 

Luke likewise makes a clear connection with 
Moses in his telling of this story and makes a few 
additions to it. He reverses Mark’s order in the 
names (Luke 9:30) and emphasizes the discussion 
about Jesus’ exodus, or departure (v. 31). Also, 
Luke tells of the disciples seeing Jesus’ glory (v. 
32), a familiar parallel with Exod 24:16, where 
the glory of the Lord was on the mountain, and 
with Exod 33:18-23, where Moses asked to see 
God’s glory. Luke also says that Jesus’ face or 
countenance was changed (Luke 9:29; cf. Exod 
34:30, 35). Only Luke mentions the “eight days 
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The pool of Siloam in Jerusalem (John 9:7-11), the 
site also of an Asclepion, a Greco-Roman place of 
healing. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


D 


after,” instead of the six days in Mark and Mat- 
thew. There is a parallel with Lev 23:33-44: 
seven days of offerings for the feast of Tabernacles 
or Booths, and on the eighth day a holy convoca- 
tion, during which time the people were to dwell 
in booths or tents to remind them of the exodus 
(Lev 23:42-43). A “holy convocation” in Luke in- 
cludes Moses the law-giver, Elijah the first of the 
prophets, and Jesus God’s Son. To the heavenly 
voice announcing Jesus as God’s Son, Luke 9:35 
adds the words “my Chosen,” a possible reference 
to Isa 42:1. “Listen to him” is probably a refer- 
ence to Deut 18:15, where Moses commanded 
the people to listen to the prophet whom God 
would raise up some day. These parallels are 
quite extensive, and are too obvious to be coinci- 
dental. There appears to be a Moses motif run- 
ning throughout this passage. Later, in Luke 
16:16, Jesus says that the day of the law and the 
prophets concluded with the ministry of John the 


Baptist, and since then the good news of the 
kingdom has been preached. The implication is 
that in Jesus a new day has dawned. In Luke 
24:27, Jesus says that Moses and the prophets 
spoke of him. In his appearance to the dis- 
ciples, he shows references to himself in Moses 
(the law), the prophets, and the Psalms (Luke 
24:44-45). 

After he had appeared to his disciples for forty 
days after his resurrection, Jesus was taken up in a 
cloud (Acts 1:3, 9). It is difficult not to draw a paral- 
lel with Moses, who also entered the cloud and was 
with God on the mountain for forty days in Exod 
24:15-18. Did Luke anticipate Jesus’ ascension into 
heaven with the transfiguration story? Does this 
passage focus on Jesus’ glory, which was to be 
found later at his resurrection? Was the transfigu- 
ration intended by the evangelists as a foreshadow- 


Water from the springs flowing from under the 
grotto at Caesarea Philippi (Mark 8:27-30). 
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A sacred niche in a mountain wall honoring the god 
Pan at Caesarea Philippi. Photo © Rohr Productions. 
Used with permission. 


ing of the resurrection Jesus had predicted in Mark 
8:31, 9:1, Luke 9:22, 27, and Matt 16:21, 28? 

The climax of the transfiguration story is the 
divine identification of Jesus: “This is my Son, the 
Beloved” (Mark 9:7; Matt 17:5; Luke 9:35 has “my 
Chosen” instead of “my Beloved”). What are the 
implications of this in the Gospels? The announce- 
ment by God of his special relationship with Jesus is 
made either to the disciples or to Moses and Elijah 
(“This is,” not “You are”). 
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How did this event contribute to the message of 
the evangelists? Was it understood as a fulfillment 
of Mark 8:38-9:1 (see Matt 16:28; Luke 9:27), that is, 
as a foretaste of when “the Son of Man. . . comes 
in the glory of his Father,” which would be shared 
with all of the disciples? Was Mark 9:1 a reference 
to the resurrection of Jesus? If so, why does Jesus 
say only “some” will witness it whereas all but 
Judas witnessed his resurrection appearances and 
no one actually witnessed the resurrection? Does it 
refer to the coming of the apocalyptic kingdom of 
God that Jesus proclaimed, as a number of scholars 
have suggested, adding that Jesus was wrong in his 
understanding? Again, this would seem a strange 
meaning of the text, since all of Jesus’ disciples, and 
not only some, would have witnessed such an 
event if it were imminent. It is also unlikely that he 
was referring to the destruction of Jerusalem, 
which took place in A.D. 70, even though Jesus 
may well have believed that the nation stood under 
the condemnation of God and would be destroyed 
for its faithlessness (Luke 13:34-35; Matt 23:37-39). 
To make Mark 9:1 and its parallels in Matthew and 
Luke refer to this destruction is not necessitated by 
the text. Some scholars have argued that this was a 
reference to the coming of the Holy Spirit as seen in 
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TABLE 


THE TRANSFIGURATION OF JESUS: Parallel Accounts 


Luke 9:28-36 


| 


1. After six days... 


2, Peter, James, and John accompanied 
Jesus. 


3, Jesus went to a high mountain with the 
three, 


4. Jesus was transfigured before them. 


About eight days after... 


Jesus went to a mountain to pray. 


As he was praying, his countenance was 


Matthew 17:1-8 
After'six days... 


Jesus led the disciples to.a high 
mountain. 


Jesus was transfigured before them. 


: altered. 
5. His garments became intensely white. | same 


6. Elijah and Moses appeared talking to 
Jesus. 


i 


Moses and Elijah appeared to speak of 
Jesus’ departure (exodus). 


Hi 


is garments became white as light. 


Moses and Elijah appeared talking to 
Jesus. 
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The ancient synagogue in Tiberias. It may be the site of the 
tomb of Rabbi Meir Ba’al Ha-nes, a name associated with 
various rabbis of antiquity but most popularly with the tanna 
Meir who was a pupil of Rabbi Akiba ben Joseph in the second 
century A.D. © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


The ruins of Chorazin, made of basalt, with the slopes of the 
Mount of Beatitudes, north of the Sea of Galilee, in the upper 
background. © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


The Mosque of Abraham in Hebron. It was built by 
Herod the Great around the Cave of Machpelah. 
© Rohr Productions, Used with permission. 


Tiberias by the Sea of Galilee, the general site where the 
Talmud of the Land of Israel (the Yerushalmi) was produced. 
© Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


The traditional site of the Sermon on the Mount on the 
northern shore of the Sea of Galilee. Such contours in the 
mountainside are conducive to speaking to large audiences. 

© Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


Caesarea Maritima (upper left) with the remains of Herod's 
harbor (upper left of center) and the remains of the hippo- 
drome (center). © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


Acts 1:8 and evidenced in Acts 2:1-42. Again, the 
word “some” does not fit this reference, since all 
but Judas Iscariot experienced the coming of the 
Holy Spirit. It is more likely that the evangelists 
had the transfiguration in mind, as that took place 
only for a few and is the most immediate context of 
the prediction. This interpretation is supported by 2 
Pet 1:16-19, the only other passage in the NT to 
mention the transfiguration as a time when the 
glory of Jesus was revealed to his disciples. It ap- 
pears, then, that the evangelists were drawing par- 
allels with Moses in the transformation of Jesus at 
his transfiguration. The glory of Jesus was revealed 
in each of the accounts of the transfiguration story, 
perhaps with the purpose of assuring and encour- 
aging the three disciples as they began their jour- 
ney toward Jerusalem. Nevertheless, it was not 
sufficient to carry the disciples through the pain of 
seeing their Messiah arrested and crucified. 


I. The Triumphal Entry 


The story of the triumphal entry into Jerusalem 
is told in all four Gospels (Mark 11:1-10; Matt 21:1-9; 
Luke 19:28-38; John 12:12-15)," along with the story 
of the cleansing of the temple. In these stories, 
which do not appear to be creations of the evange- 
lists, Jesus’ relationship to God and his awareness 
of his mission as king of a renewed Israel are em- 
phasized. The same texts of Scripture are cited in 
each of these stories (Zech 9:9 in all four, along 
with Ps 118:26 in the Synoptics and Isa 62:11 in 
Matthew). The objections by the Pharisees in Luke 
19:39 show that what was done and said at Jesus’ 
entry into Jerusalem was considered blasphemous, 
and John 12:19 likewise records a response of exas- 
peration by the Pharisees. Coupled with his cleans- 
ing of the temple (Mark 11:15-17; Matt 21:12-13; 
Luke 19:45—48; John 2:13-17) and the response to it 
(Mark 11:18), as well as his prophecy concerning 
the destruction of the temple, Jesus’ opponents be- 
lieved they had grounds to destroy him (see sec. 
3.A, below). These references fit in with the record 
of Jesus’ trial, where the charge of blasphemy is 
raised against him (Mark 14:61-64).? 


J. The Passion Predictions of Jesus 


Several times during his ministry, the evange- 
lists note that Jesus predicted his own death (Mark 
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8:31; 9:10-12, 32; Luke 9:45; John 2:21; 12:32-33). It is 
not difficult to understand that Jesus might have un- 
derstood the natural consequences of his teaching, 
especially his challenging of the religious struc- 
tures of his day, but one of the problems with the 
predictions is that the disciples seem ill prepared to 
understand or accept the arrest and crucifixion of 
Jesus in Jerusalem when it actually happens. If Jesus 
predicted his death, why was there an apparent 
lapse of faith by his disciples—and by Jesus himself, 
according to many scholars on the basis of his cry 
on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you for- 
saken me?” (Mark 15:34)—when he died? 

As a result, some scholars have suggested that 
Jesus did not predict his death, that his predictions 
were later attributed to him by the early church to 
help it deal with the scandal of the cross and the 
embarrassment it caused (see sec. K, below). Others 
have argued that Jesus’ predictions were more ab- 
breviated than they appear in the Gospels and were 
not as clear as they were made out to be in the 
postresurrection church. In other words, the Gos- 
pel writers had the advantage of hindsight, and we 
should not expect them to make obscure in their 
passages what they understood more clearly even if 
only at a later time. One could also say that the dis- 
ciples heard Jesus’ predictions but were simply not 
attuned to understand them because of their ex- 
citement about going to Jerusalem, the city of ful- 
fillment, and their anticipation of their roles in the 
coming kingdom of God. They expected a ruling 
king who would establish a political kingdom, not 
a crucified Messiah. 

Whatever the solution to the problem, it is 
clear that nothing Jesus had said to his disciples in- 
fluenced their behavior at the time of his arrest or 
changed their minds about what was taking place 
until after his resurrection. This might be the key 
for understanding the earliest preaching in Acts, 
where the cross does not play a significant role but 
is simply in the plan of God that death cannot de- 
stroy (Acts 2:23). The resurrection of Jesus was at 
the heart of their preaching, not the cross, until the 
latter became central to Paul’s preaching a short 
time later (1 Cor 1:17-18, 23~24).¥ 


K. The Arrest and Trial of Jesus 


The setting for the arrest of Jesus has five im- 
portant factors. (1) Jesus made personal claims to 
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A burial chamber in a garden at Bethphage (see 
Matt 21:1; Mark 11:1; Luke 19:29). 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


have a special relationship with God, claims that 
included his acceptance of the acclaim of the 
people in the triumphal entry (see Luke 19:39). 
(2) Jesus cleansed the temple. (3) Jesus rejected 
the traditional application of the law to daily 
practice, as shown in his healings on the Sabbath 
(Mark 3:1-6), in allowing his disciples to collect 


grain on the Sabbath (Mark 2:23-28), and in re- 
jecting the traditional days of fasting (typically 
Mondays and Thursdays, since it was believed 
that Moses ascended and descended Mount Sinai 
on those days [Mark 2:18—22]). (4) The charge 
of insurrection against Rome was brought against 
Jesus; that is, it was alleged that Jesus had be- 
come a political threat to Rome by substituting 
himself as king in place of Caesar (Mark 15:1-3; 
Luke 23:1-5; Matt 27:11-14; John 19:33-37). That 
one of Jesus’ disciples was called a Zealot has led 
many to conclude that he was influenced by this 
revolutionary party, which sought the overthrow 
of Roman domination of Palestine (see sec. 3, 
below). That one of Jesus’ disciples was carrying a 
sword when Jesus was arrested in the garden 
(Mark 15:47) has also led to speculation that his 
followers were not so passive as tradition has led 
us to believe but could be quite reactionary. 
These were characteristics of the revolutionar- 
ies that eventually led to the confrontation 
with Rome in A.D. 66 and the destruction of the 
temple and the city of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. (5) Je- 


The Old City of Jerusalem with a view of the temple platform (left to center) and the site of the ancient Antonia 
Fortress. The Via Dolorosa (Way of Sorrow) is in the center. Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


sus’ popularity among the people was a growing 
concern to the leaders in Jerusalem. It was for 
this reason that they had to use caution, choos- 
ing to arrest him and bring charges against him 
late in the evening (Mark 14:2; Matt 26:5). Ac- 
cording to John 6:15, the people even wanted to 
force him to be their king, perhaps seeing him as 
a liberator from oppression, a person who would 
care for the hungry and homeless and correct the 
abusive system that kept so many in poverty. 
Scholars debate the merits of each of these fac- 
tors, but there is little question that Jesus’ neglect 
of the oral traditions that focused on how to keep 
the law (e.g., how far one could walk on the Sab- 
bath, healing on the Sabbath, various kinds of rit- 
ual cleansings, and the focus on keeping the letter 
of the law) eventually led the religious leaders in 
Jerusalem to see Jesus as a threat; therefore, they 
sought to destroy him (e.g., Mark 3:1-6). All the 
evangelists agree on this point. Whether Jesus 
made remarkable claims about himself and his 
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relationship to God, however, is debated among 
historical-Jesus scholars. Did Jesus make such 
claims? What passages suggest this, and to what 
extent might they be considered later church addi- 
tions to the story of Jesus? There is no question that 
the Gospels report that Jesus made such claims (see 
also John 20:26-29, where Jesus accepts such rec- 
ognition from Thomas), but are these accurate re- 
ports? Jesus’ special relationship with God is an- 
nounced in the earliest Christian proclamation 
(Rom 1:3—4; 10:9-10; Phil 2:11; 1 Cor 16:22), but 
how soon was this recognized by the followers of 
Jesus? We suggest that these acclamations stem 
from the ministry and teaching of Jesus himself. 
For one known to have performed exorcisms, 
healings, and nature miracles (calming a storm, 
breaking five loaves and two fish to feed a multi- 
tude of thousands, etc.) and to have proclaimed the 
coming kingdom of God, the question must have 
ultimately arisen, “Who is this man?” His actions 
provoked questions from those who witnessed 


The Western Wall of the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. This wall dates back to the time of Herod the Great, 
and recent discoveries at the base of the wall can be dated to the time of Solomon. Photo © Rohr Productions. 
Used with permission. 
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Olive trees from a garden on the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem. Jesus was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane in 
this vicinity (Mark 14:26-50). Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


them (Mark 4:41; Luke 8:25; Matt 8:27). Along 
with the spectacular elements of his ministry, 
Jesus was known as a teacher and proclaimer as 
well as one who received the outcasts of society. 
Who was he? According to the synoptic tradition, 
Jesus himself raised the question with his disciples 
(Mark 8:27-30; Matt 16:13-20; Luke 9:20). He ap- 
pears to have accepted acclaim from his disciples 
(ibid.; see also John 20:28-29), and the early church 
itself acknowledged him as “Lord,” as in the early 
Christian confession of Rom 10:9-10, and the ear- 
lier form of this confession, which told of the early 
church’s hope for the return of the risen Christ 
who is the Lord, in 1 Cor 16:22.** Even if it is main- 
tained that these acclamations did not originate 
until after the Easter event (Rom 1:3-4), where did 
such ideas come from? Are they a reasonable infer- 
ence of what Jesus himself taught or an accurate 
deduction from his words to his followers? The ti- 
tles attributed to Jesus by others and those he 
used for himself may be helpful here. Table 5-3 
lists the most frequent designations of Jesus, along 


with their use in the OT and noncanonical Jewish 
literature. 

What do these titles imply about the early 
church’s understanding of Jesus? Does Jesus’ refer- 
ence to himself as the Son of Man infer anything 
more than that he was a part of the human race, 
such as we see in the some eighty uses of the term 
in Ezekiel (2:1, 3, 6, 8; 3:1, 3, 17; etc.)? Does this title 
refer instead to a divine man who comes as the rep- 
resentative of God at the end of the age to bring the 
salvation of God, an eschatological figure, as we 
can infer from Dan 7:13-14? Some of the references 
in the NT could have both meanings, but it is the 
idea of a divine man with which we are most con- 
cerned. If Jesus had this understanding in mind, 
then his self-awareness of being in a special, if not 
unique, relation to God is certain. See, for example, 
Mark 2:10, 28; 8:38; 9:9; 13:26; 14:62; Matt 13:41; 
16:27; 24:27, 30, 37; 25:31; Luke 12:40; 17:24; 21:27; 
John 3:13; 12:23; 13:31. In each of these instances, 
as well as the others in the Gospels, it is Jesus who 
is speaking. The early church almost never used 
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The Herodium, Herod the Great’s fortification east of Jerusalem and his burial site according to Josephus, 
Ant. 17,199 and War 2.673. © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


Mount Tabor, the traditional site of the transfiguration (Mark 9:2-9), from the Jezreel Valley. 
© Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


152. EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


this term as a reference to Jesus, and outside the 
Gospels the term is found only in Acts 7:56 and Rev 
1:13; 14:14. It is hardly possible that the term was 
an invention by the church, since the church does 
not seem to have referred to Jesus this way and 
there is widespread attestation that Jesus used it in 
reference to himself. Did he have in mind the es- 
chatological figure that is found not only in Dan 
7:13-14 and in most of the examples cited above 


but also in noncanonical literature (1 En. 37-71, 
esp. the vision of 46:1-8; 2 Esdras 13:3-4, 25-32, 
51-52) referring to a messianic and eschatological 
figure? In many of the Gospel passages where Jesus 
speaks of himself as the Son of Man, it does appear 
that he has this apocalyptic and messianic figure in 
mind. Was part of the reason for the rejection of 
Jesus precisely that he appeared to the religious 
leaders of his day to be a blasphemer, that is, 


Holy One 


Chosen/Elect One 


Lord Messiah 


Rabbi, Teacher 


TABLE 5-3 
TITLES FOR JESUS 
i Pek — 
Christ, Anointed One 2 Sam 22:51; Ps 2:2; 18:50; Dan 9:25, 26; 1 En. 52:4; John 1:41; Mark 8:29; Luke 4:18 
King Matt 21:5 (see Zech 9:9); Luke 19:38; Matt 2:2; Mark 15:32; John 18:33; etc. 
| annie tii 
Son of David Prov 1:1; Qoh 1:1; Pss. Sof. 17:21; Matt 1:1; Mark 10:47-48 
_| 
Son Ps 2:7; |sa 7:14; 9:6; Mark 1:1, 11; 3:11; 5:7; 9:7; 13:32; etc. 
Son of Man 80 references in Ezekiel; Ps 8:4; esp. Dan 7:13-14. Cf. 7 En. 48:2; 62:7; 71:17. Most common self- 
designation of Jesus in the Gospels, e.g., Matt 12:8, 32; 13:37; Mark 2:10, 28; 8:38; 9:12; 13:26; 
14:62; Luke 12:8, 10, 40 
Servant Isa 42:1-4; 49:1-13; 50:1-11; 52:13-53:12; Matt 12:18 (Isa 42:1); Acts 4:27, 30; Mark 10:45 
——_ 
Branch Isa 11:1; Jer 23:5; 33:15; Zech 3:8; 6:12. In the NT this may be an equivalent to Jesus being a 
Nazarene (Matt 2:23) 
| 
Prophet Deut 18:15-18; Matt 11:9; 21:11, 46; 23:31, 37; Mark 6:4, 15; 8:28; Luke 7:16; 24:19; John 6:14; 


; 7:40; Acts 3:22-23; 7:37 
Priest Gen 14:18; Ps 110:4; T. Sim. 7:2; T. Jud. 21:2; T. Jos. 19:6. Jesus as priest is found explicitly only in 


Heb 5:5-10 and 7:1-10:18 but also implicitly in the ministry of Jesus. See his forgiveness of sin 
(Mark 2:5; Luke 7:47-48), shedding of his blood for a new covenant (Mark 14:24), promise of a “new 
temple” (John 2:19; Mark 12:1-11; 14:58), and role as mediator (1 Tim 2:5-6) 


2 Kgs 19:22; Isa 5:24; 43:3, 15; 45:11; Jer 50:29; Mark 1:24; Luke 4:34; John 6:69 


Isa 53:11; Jer 23:5; Zech 9:9; 1 En. 53:6. See the “righteous one” in 1 John 2:1; 3:7; Luke 23:47; 
Acts 3:14 


Pss. Sol. 17:32; 18:7; Mark 2:28. Note: Though not a messianic title, Jesus is called “Lord” in Mark 
2:28; Matt 14:30; 15:22; John 20:28; and passim 


John 1:38; 3:2, 26 (cf. Matt 23:7-8; “the Word,” John 1:1, 14; 1 En. 61:7) 


Son of God 


Matt 3:17; 4:3, 6; Mark 1:1; 3:11; 9:7; 14:61; 15:39; and passim 


speaking of a special relationship with God, his Fa- 
ther? That he should on occasion say to others that 
the kingdom of God was present in his activity of 
healing and preaching suggests this very thing. 
After Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, in which some 
Pharisees were troubled by the acclaim he had re- 
ceived and evidently accepted (Luke 19:39), he en- 
tered into the temple and overturned the tables of 
the moneychangers in the outer courtyard (Mark 
11:15-17). When the chief priest and scribes heard 
of this, they began to look for ways to kill him 
(11:18). After leaving the temple with his disciples, 
Jesus also predicted its destruction (Mark 13:1-2). 
Did others hear him make this pronouncement? 
Later, just before the outbreak of the war against 
Rome in A.D. 66, there was a man by the name of 
Jesus, son of Ananus, who pronounced woes against 
Jerusalem and against the temple (the “holy house”), 
for which he was beaten several times and eventu- 
ally killed with a stone (Josephus, War 6.300-309). 
To say something against the temple or the city of 
Jerusalem, or even the religious people of Jerusa- 
lem, was a serious matter (see also Jesus’ woes pro- 
nounced against the religious leaders of Jerusalem 
in Matt 23:13-36). Jesus was on a collision course 
with the religious leaders of his day, but the evan- 
gelists all say that he was aware of the conse- 
quences of this behavior (Mark 8:31; Matt 16:22; see 
also Luke 9:21-22 and similar predictions in Mark 
9:30-32, 10:33-34, and parallels; and in Mark 
10:21-28; John 12:27-36). In Mark 10:44—45, Jesus 
made reference to giving his life as “a ransom for 
many.” And at the Last Supper, he referred to the 
cup as his “blood of the covenant, which is poured 
out for many,” then, in an apparent farewell state- 
ment, said that he would not drink of the fruit of 
the vine again until he did so in the kingdom of 
God (Mark 14:24—25; see also Matt 26:26—28; Luke 
22:15-20). The independent tradition in John 6:51-58 
is considerably different. Even stripped of its theo- 
logical meaning, which speaks to the concerns of 
the church of a later generation, the Johannine tra- 
dition still attests to Jesus’ sharing a meal with his 
followers and speaking of his own sacrifice. In the 
final Passover meal with the disciples in John 
13:1-38, before the time of the arrest in the garden, 
Jesus appears to have been aware that he had been 
betrayed by Judas (13:21-30). Supporting this is the 
tradition in Paul, who speaks about the supper of 
the Lord in which Jesus himself spoke of the ele- 
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ments of bread and wine as representing his 
body and blood (1 Cor 11:23-27). These various 
strands of tradition, when combined, strongly sug- 
gest that Jesus knew he would be in conflict in Je- 
rusalem and would soon die (see also Matt 23:37-39; 
Luke 13:31-34). After he predicted his death in 
Mark 10:32-34, the disciples obviously did not 
grasp what Jesus had said, and two of them, 
James and John, approached him to ask for 
places of prominence in his kingdom. He asked 
them if they were able to drink from the cup that 
he drinks from and be baptized with the baptism 
that he is baptized with, speaking about his 
death. According to the Gospel tradition, Jesus was 


The Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, a Moslem shrine 
that was begun in A.D. 688 and completed in 691. 
Islam’s first major sanctuary, it has survived largely 
intact. Built to honor the Islamic tradition that 
Muhammad ascended to heaven from this place, it 
was intended to compete with the grandeur of the 
Christian temples, especially the church of the Holy 
Sepulcher in Jerusalem. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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The northern Jordan River, running south into the Sea of Galilee. © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


The Horns of Hattin in the foreground, where the Crusaders were defeated by Saladin on July 4, 1187. In the upper-right 
corner is the descent by way of Mount Arbel, overlooking the Sea of Galilee. © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


not taken unawares when he was arrested and put 
to death. 

If this is so, why does Jesus apparently suffer a 
lapse on the cross, as some scholars have argued, 
with his words “My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34; Matt 27:46)? Although 
this cry is only found in two of the four evangelists, 
it is unlikely that the early church invented it, 
since, on the surface, it makes Jesus appear to be 
facing death believing that God has forsaken him 
and that something tragic has happened to his 
plans. Jesus’ cry of despair, however, may in fact be 
more of an affirmation of hope at his death, since 
what he says are the opening words of Psalm 22. 
Years ago Martin Dibelius argued that an ancient 
manner of citing Scripture was to give the opening 
of the first verse with the rest of the passage under- 
stood to be in mind. Since Psalm 22 concludes with 
great confidence in the faithfulness of God (vv. 
25-31), Dibelius concluded that “no pious Jew 
dying with these words on his lips could have 
thought himself abandoned by God.”* 

Whether Jesus was an insurrectionist needs 
little comment. There simply are no elements in Je- 
sus’ behavior or teachings to suggest that he was a 
revolutionary anxious to overthrow the Roman 
government. He only asked that his followers should 
give to the emperor the things that belong to the 
emperor (taxes) and to God what belongs to God 
(Mark 12:17). This teaching was carried on in the 
earliest Christian churches (Rom 13:7). If Jesus was 
a revolutionary, he obviously had no following, 
and no army was ever called for, or established, by 
the early church, 

The arrest and trial of Jesus, therefore, were 
caused by several factors. Chief among them were 
his claims to be in a special relationship with God, 
his cleansing of the temple, his rejection of the reli- 
gious traditions of his day (especially when they in- 
terfered with human need), and his growing popu- 
larity with the people. He was perceived as a 
threat, arrested, tried, and crucified. According to 
Mark 14:10-11, he was betrayed by one of his own 
followers, Judas Iscariot, who gave information to 
the chief priests on Jesus’ whereabouts.*° Judas 
knew where to find Jesus (John 18:2; Luke 22:39) 
and brought the temple guards to him. The reli- 
gious leaders of the Jews wanted to kill Jesus, but 
because of his popularity with the people, this was 
not an easy job. Their formal grievances against 
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him were not sufficient matters of legality to have 
him killed, and convicting Jesus on a minor charge 
would not have stopped him. 

It is fairly certain that it was Judas Iscariot who 
betrayed Jesus and turned him over to the Jewish 
religious authorities (the Sanhedrin and the temple 
guard). The tradition is too widespread in the Gos- 
pel narratives and is not the kind of story that the 
church would fabricate, that one of Jesus’ trusted 
followers betrayed him for a sum of money. The 
question is, however, why did Judas betray Jesus? 
Was it because of the rebuke Jesus gave to Judas 
earlier for his rebuke of Mary (Mark 14:6-8; Matt 
26:8-10; see also John 12:4)? Did he simply want to 
force Jesus’ hand to take a more prominent role in 
Israel, as he had come to expect? The evangelists 
have little good to say about him, focusing on the 
money he received as an incentive. But Judas’s re- 
morse is recorded in Matt 27:3-10, although there 
is no reference to his guilt in the different account 
in Acts 1:18, Both accounts connect his death with 
a cemetery for foreigners. 

It is probably safest to say that no formal trial 
as such took place but, rather, it took some time to 
bring accusations against Jesus. According to Mark 
14:43-53, after Jesus was arrested, he was taken be- 
fore the Sanhedrin by night, evidently to allow 
them to deal with the matter as quickly as possible 
and to avoid conflict with his followers and admir- 
ers. Because of difficulty finding adequate reasons 
to condemn Jesus, they tried to get him to incrimi- 
nate himself (Mark 14:55-59). Earlier at least a por- 
tion of the Sanhedrin, made up of chief priests, 
scribes, and elders, had met with Jesus to have him 


A migveh (ritualistic cleansing pool or bath) next to 
the southern steps of the Herodian temple, dating 
from the first century A.D. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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Sunrise over Jerusalem, looking eastward toward the Mount of Olives with the Dome of the Rock in the center. 
Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


condemn himself or give them grounds to arrest 
him, but without success (Mark 11:27-33). This 
time they were more determined to convict him, 
and the whole Sanhedrin met (Mark 14:54). Al- 
though the time of the meeting was unusual, the 
concern they had over Jesus’ arrest was great, and 
they wanted to deal with him quickly and pri- 
vately. This meeting went on until past dawn (Mark 
15:1). The solicited testimonies against Jesus did not 
agree (Mark 14:55-59), and according to Num 35:30, 
at least two witnesses were needed to condemn a 
person to death (cf. Deut 19:15-21). The lack of 
agreement at Jesus’ hearing before the Sanhedrin 
left them with no alternative but to try to get Jesus 
to convict himself. At this point, according to Mark, 
the high priest, Caiaphas, asked Jesus if he was the 
Messiah, the son of the Blessed, that is, God (Mark 
14:61). Jesus answered that he was, and began to 
quote Dan 7:13, the messianic text that refers to the 
apocalyptic Son of Man, with Ps 110:1 and possibly 
110:5 in view. Although Jesus answered Caiaphas, 
we see in Mark 14:62 that he also included the 


whole Sanhedrin in his response, as the change to 
a plural verb indicates (6weoOe, opsesthe, 2d per. 
pl., lit. “you [plural] can expect to see”). 

Much has been made of the irregularity of this 
trial and of Jesus’ response. The point is apparently 
that if the trial did not take place as Mark claims— 
and the trial there appears to have violated the 
general laws governing its procedures—then Jesus’ 
affirmation that he was indeed the Messiah and 
Son of God must also be fabricated. A shift in opin- 
ion seems to be taking place among NT scholars, 
however, and more credibility has been given to 
this trial or hearing before the Sanhedrin. Gundry, 
for instance, admits that the procedures that took 
place at the trial according to Mark are unusual, 
but argues that they are not without precedence 
given the circumstances. To the extent that the 
Mishnaic legal regulations that were codified in the 
late second century and early third century A.D. 
were also in effect in the time of Jesus, as Gundry 
concludes is likely, then Jesus’ trial appears as un- 
just and, in Mark’s account, also tendentious, 
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The Orthodox monastery of St. Onofrius on the traditional site of the “Field of Blood” (Akeldama) 
(Matt 27:7, 8; Acts 1:19) with tombs enclosed. The open area has tombs from the Herodian period. 
Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


according to Gundry. He argues that ancient texts 
such as Susanna (vv. 44-59) and 11QTemple LXI, 9 
show the concern for justice at the time of Jesus 
and provide early enough background to under- 
stand some of the concerns about his trial. Gundry 
acknowledges the irregularities in the passage; for 
example, the meeting place is the high priest’s house 
rather than the “Chamber of Hewn Stone,” as 
called for in m. Sanh. 11:2, and the trial takes place 
on Passover eve, which is forbidden in m. Sanh. 4:1. 
Nevertheless, according to b. Sanh. 46a, allowances 
were made for emergencies when the protection of 
the Torah was in view.*” Since the circumstances 
were unusual and they believed that the religious 
traditions were placed in danger by the actions of 
Jesus, who both violated their traditions about the 
Sabbath and interrupted the temple, it is under- 
standable why they took such unusual measures. 
The charge against Jesus was blasphemy (Mark 
14:63-64), which meant that he was believed to 
have encroached upon an area reserved for God 
alone when he claimed to have a special relation- 


ship with God. As Evans has pointed out, however, 
it was not Jesus’ claim to be the Messiah that war- 
ranted his condemnation. Others had claimed such 
a status and had not been put to death. It was that 
Jesus, in citing Dan 7:13 with Ps 110:1, positioned 
himself on the chariot throne of God, seated next to 
him when God comes in judgment against the Jew- 
ish people.*® This was blasphemy. The penalty for 
this act was death, but because the Sanhedrin did 
not have the power to put persons to death in the 
current political climate, they took Jesus before 
Pontius Pilate, the Roman prefect. They charged 
him with insurrection, that is, claiming to be a 
king (Mark 15:1—-5; Luke 23:1-5), and with opposi- 
tion to paying taxes to Rome (Luke 23:2). These 
charges are supported by the titulus, or sign, on the 
cross—mentioned in each of the four Gospels—that 
Pilate placed over his head indicating the accusa- 
tion (Mark 15:26, 32; Matt 27:37, 39-42; Luke 
23:36-37, 38; John 19:1-3, 15-16, 19). What adds 
more credibility to this report is that the title was 
contested by the “Jews” (Sanhedrin?), who asked 
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that it be changed. It is likely that the charge 
against Jesus of claiming to be both king and Mes- 
siah is authentic. Supporting this is Pilate’s ques- 
tion to Jesus asking whether he was the king of the 
Jews (Luke 23:3; Matt 27:11-12; Mark 15:2-3; John 
18:29-33). It is not likely that the reference to Jesus 
as Messiah came after the cross but, rather, that he 
was acknowledged as such by his disciples during 
his ministry (Mark 8:29; Matt 16:16; Luke 9:20; cf. 
John 1:41—42). Some scholars have rejected the au- 
thenticity of this confession and Jesus’ acceptance 
of it. But when it is placed in the context of the dis- 
ciples leaving their businesses and following Jesus 
to Jerusalem, even debating among themselves 
who would be greatest in his kingdom, it surely re- 
flects their view that he had a special relationship 
with God and their anticipation that he would es- 
tablish the apocalyptic kingdom he had proclaimed 
(Mark 10:35-40; Matt 20:20; Luke 22:24—27). There 
can be little question that Jesus’ disciples believed 
that he was the expected Messiah who was going 
to establish God’s kingdom. The fact that he chose 
twelve disciples, even if we are uncertain of their 
names, indicates that he believed he was going to 
establish a renewed people of Israel for the new day 
of the coming kingdom of God. 

Although Jesus accepted the messianic title in 
private from his followers, he did not use the title of 
Messiah for himself in his ministry but only in his 
appearance before Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin. He 
thus made this claim in public only once (Mark 
14:60-62). 

Pilate was evidently unconvinced that Jesus 
had done anything worthy of death (Luke 23:1-5; 
John 18:33-38), and he wanted the Jews to handle 
the matter themselves (John 18:30-31). Perhaps seek- 
ing to find an easy way to deal with the matter, he 
tried to pass the problem over to Herod Antipas 
(Luke 23:6-12). Antipas likewise found no fault in 
Jesus that was worthy of death (Luke 23:13-16) and 
sent him back to Pilate. Pilate therefore gave the 
Jews a choice of releasing either Jesus or Barabbas, 
and the “Jews” (the Sanhedrin, but possibly also the 
crowds that they had incited by this time) chose to 
have Barabbas released (Mark 15:6—15; Luke 23:25). 
Pilate then had Jesus handed over to his guards for 
crucifixion as an insurrectionist, as the title on his 
cross shows. Jesus was beaten and humiliated by sol- 
diers (Mark 15:16—20), then prepared for crucifixion. 


L. The Death and Burial of Jesus 
1. Crucifixion 


Crucifixion was used by the Romans and oth- 
ers, including Jews, as a form of capital punish- 
ment from the sixth century B.C. to the fourth 
century A.D. Josephus reports that the practice was 
viewed as one of the most horrible manners of 
death among the Jews, and tells us that the 
Hasmonean king Alexander Janneaus (reigned 
103-76 B.C.) used this form of punishment for his 
Jewish (Pharisaic) enemies: 


The most powerful among them, however, he shut 
up and besieged in the city of Bethoma, and after 
taking the city and getting them into his power, he 
brought them back to Jerusalem; and there he did a 
thing that was as cruel as could be: while he feasted 
with his concubines in a conspicuous place, he or- 
dered some eight hundred of the Jews to be crucified, 
and slaughtered their children and wives before their 
eyes of the still living wretches. This was the revenge 
he took for the injuries he had suffered; but the pen- 
alty he exacted was inhuman for all that. (Ant. 
13.380-381; Marcus, LCL) 


Later the Pharisees under the protection of 
Queen Salome Alexandra, the successor of Alexan- 
der Janneaus, convinced the queen to crucify those 
who had persuaded Alexander to crucify these eight 
hundred men (Josephus, Ant. 13.410). 

Crucifixion was not generally used on Roman 
citizens except in cases of very serious crimes such 
as high treason.*? Normally this practice was re- 
served only for slaves and subject peoples (see fig. 
1). Its practice was banned in A.D. 337 by Constantine 
out of respect for Jesus. Although it was practiced 
in the Hellenistic-Hasmonean period (165-63 B.C.), 
it was not used against the Jews by Herod the 
Great. The Romans, however, did not hesitate to 
use crucifixion to pacify the Jews after the invasion 
of Pompey in 63 B.C. Assumption of Moses 6:8-9 re- 
ports the practice of crucifixion, possibly by 
Pompey: “there will come into their land a power- 
ful king of the West who will subdue them; and he 
will take captives, and a part of their temple he will 
burn with fire. He will crucify some of them around 
the city.” This was a hated form of death among 
the Jews, and the reference in Deut 21:23 (see also 
Gal 3:13) helps explain why a crucified Messiah was 
a stumbling block to them (1 Cor 1:23). 

Crucifixion was normally preceded by scourg- 
ing, after which the criminal would sometimes 
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A view of northern Galilee with Mount Arbel on the right, where the Syrians slaughtered partisans in 161 B.C. and where Herod the Great fought 
against the supporters of his rival Antigonus in 38 B.C. (Josephus, Ant. 14.423-426). © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 
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carry his own cross or the crossbar from the place 
of judgment to the place of execution. More notori- 
ous criminals were often hung higher than others. 
It is also possible that Jesus took the place of Barabbas, 
a convicted robber. 


Other forms of crucifixion existed, including 
crucifixion on a single post in which the hands were 
clasped together over the head and the feet were 
affixed below. 


Nails were normally driven through the wrists, 
and the feet were fastened on a peg by either a nail 
or cords, but this was not uniformly done. Normally, 
the person who was crucified died of exposure to 
heat and the elements, lack of nourishment, and 
asphyxiation when the legs gave out. This usually 
took a day or two. Jesus did not spend much time 
on the cross—perhaps a few hours, three to six 
hours at the most—before he died, which may indi- 
cate the severity of his beating. Even Pilate was 
surprised that it took so little time for Jesus to die 
(Mark 15:44—45). 

Each of the evangelists tells the story of Jesus’ 
crucifixion to make an important theological point. 
Matthew, for example, includes the story of the 
earthquake (27:51), the temple curtain torn in two 
(27:51), and the bodies rising out of the graves and 
going through the streets of Jerusalem (27:52-53, a 
signal of the resurrection at the end of the age). 
These events show that in the death of Jesus the 
end of the age had come (see Matt 24:7-8) and, 
through the death of Jesus, access to God was then 
open. Matthew also indicates that, in Jesus’ death, 
he was seen to be the Son of God (27:54). Table 5-4 
shows how each evangelist listed accompanying 


phenomena at the death of Jesus. Each of these 
phenomena is laden with theological significance. 


2. Burial Narratives 


Although there are a number of differences in 
the Gospel stories of the burial of Jesus, the many 
consistencies indicate a common origin for the 
accounts. We will briefly look at the similarities 
before looking at the differences. In all four Gos- 
pel narratives, for instance, it is Joseph of Arimathea 
who requested and received from Pilate the body 
of Jesus for burial purposes, and it is Joseph who 
prepared the body with a linen shroud and placed 
it in the tomb (John 19:39-40 says that Nico- 
demus helped in both chores). All four Gospels 
agree that the day of the burial was the Day of 
Preparation (Friday) just before the beginning of 
the Sabbath. 

Beyond these common agreements, Mark and 
Matthew both say that Joseph rolled the stone 
against the door of the tomb after the body was 
placed inside (Mark 14:46; Matt 27:59-60). Luke 
and John make no mention of Joseph rolling the 
stone against the tomb, but the possibility that 
someone had sealed up the tomb could be inferred 
from the surprise of the women in the next chapter 
(Luke 24:2-4), or from Mary’s surprise in John 20:1 
at the stone being rolled away. It is somewhat sur- 
prising that the stone’s being rolled away is men- 
tioned in Luke and John, since neither records that 
the tomb was sealed. This could be an indication of 
Luke’s and John’s dependence upon a common 
source. Mark says Jesus’ body was placed in a tomb 
(15:46), while Matthew calls it “his own new tomb, 
which he [evidently Joseph] had hewn in the rock” 
(27:60). Luke and John are once again in agree- 
ment when they describe the tomb as one in which 
“no one had ever been laid” (Luke 23:53; John 
19:41). Luke and John differ here only in that Luke 
calls the tomb “rock-hewn” and John calls it 
“new,” although these two descriptions are far 
from incompatible. 

Furthermore, in John 19:38 Joseph asks for the 
body in secret, but Mark 15:43 says Joseph “went 
boldly to Pilate” to request the body. The secret na- 
ture of the request in John is evidently unknown to 
Matthew, who shows that the whereabouts of Jo- 
seph’s tomb in which Jesus’ body was placed was 
known to the Roman guard and Jewish leaders. 


And according to John 20:1, Mary, who was a Gali- 
lean, also knew where to go to find the body of 
Jesus. Further, the Synoptics make no mention of 
Joseph adding spices or ointments to the body dur- 
ing the preparation for burial. John alone intro- 
duces this element, along with the only mention of 
Nicodemus'’s helping Joseph prepare the body (John 
19:39-42). John is also alone in not mentioning the 
presence of the women at the burial of Jesus. Since 
none of the Gospel writers indicates that the 
women saw the preparation for Jesus’ burial, it 
may be that the women were unaware of the spe- 
cific preparations, but this is not explicitly stated in 
the Gospel tradition. Mark says that Mary Magda- 
lene and Mary, the mother of Joses, watched the 
burial. Matthew simply says it was Mary Magda- 
lene and the “other Mary” who watched, while 
Luke says that it was the women who came with 
Jesus from Galilee who watched. 

Besides the above minor differences in the 
burial stories, a few other problems should be men- 
tioned. First, it is not clear who supplied the anoint- 
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ing spices and ointments. Mark and Luke say that it 
was the women who came to the tomb on the first 
day of the week to bring spices, but John says that the 
spices and ointments were brought by Nicodemus 
before Jesus was placed in the tomb. Second, we 
must ask whether the careful burial preparation 
(John 19:40; Mark 15:46) is consistent with the 
claim that haste had to be made because of the rap- 
idly approaching Sabbath (John 19:42; Luke 23:54). 
Third, Bultmann argues that the coming of the 
women to the tomb to embalm the body of Jesus 
after two nights and a day would be impossible 
given the climate of the Middle East. Fourth, 
Bultmann further contends that the burial of Jesus 
was complete and the women were obviously wit- 
nesses to this fact (Mark 15:47); but if so, why did 
the women come to the tomb at all on the first 
day of the week? Finally, there is the question of 
who buried Jesus. Was it Joseph of Arimathea (as 
in all four evangelists), whom Matthew calls a dis- 
ciple of Jesus (Matt 27:57), or was Jesus buried by 
his enemies as Acts 13:28-29 may imply? 


The Church of the Holy Sepulcher, the traditional site of the crucifixion and burial of Jesus in Jerusalem, begun in the 
fourth century by the mother of Constantine. Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 
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Machaerus, Herod the Great’s easternmost fortress, on the Jordanian side of the Dead Sea. It is the place of 
execution of John the Baptist (Josephus, Ant. 18:116-119). © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 
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The so-called Tomb of Zechariah in the Kidron Valley, dating from the early Roman conquest of Judea, ca. the second 
half of the second century B.C. (see 2 Chron 24:20ff.). On the tomb to the left, the priestly family name of Bene Hezir 
(1 Chron 24:15) was found above the two Doric columns. Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


The problems of the burial stories are not 
nearly so great as those of the empty-tomb and ap- 
pearances stories (see ch. 6, below). In the burial 
stories, Luke and John tend to have many agree- 
ments, and the same is true between Matthew and 
Mark. There is no mention in Mark or Matthew of 
a new tomb “where no one had ever been laid” and 
no reference to the linen clothes in the empty 
tomb, which clothes are mentioned in both Luke 
and John. These similarities may provide further 
evidence for a common source behind Luke and 
John. Further similarities between these two in- 
clude the following: two angels are present at the 
tomb in both Luke and John, but only one individ- 
ual (angel? angel of the Lord?) is mentioned in 
Mark and Matthew; the location of the Easter ap- 
pearances of Jesus is Jerusalem in both Luke and 
John but Galilee in both Matthew and Mark: 
and the ascension of Jesus is mentioned in both 
Luke—Acts and John but not in Mark and Matthew. 
Each similarity, in and of itself, conveys very little, 
but together the several parallels tend to suggest a 


common source used by both Luke and John in 
their death and resurrection narratives, which nar- 
ratives may or may not be as early as the Markan 
tradition. Since Luke was almost certainly written 
earlier than John and since John shows little de- 
pendence upon Luke or similarity to him in his de- 
piction of the appearances of Jesus, it seems likely 
that they both had a common source. Apart from 
the material form of the appearances and their lo- 
cation, John and Luke are quite different; for ex- 
ample, Luke’s empty tomb story, the disciples on 
the road to Emmaus, the appearance to the dis- 
ciples, and Luke’s understanding of the ascension 
of Jesus are quite foreign to John. Unlike John, Luke 
has no major emphasis on the Holy Spirit in his 
Gospel except in the tempation story in 4:1, 14 and 
in the promise of the Spirit in 24:49. The kind of as- 
cension that John portrays, which comes in the 
midst of the resurrection appearances, rather than 
at their conclusion as in the case of Luke, suggests 
a lack of dependence of either Gospel on the other. 
It seems, therefore, that the similarities in Luke and 
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TABLE 


THE DEATH OF JESUS IN THE GOSPELS 


Event Matthew 27:32-54 Mark 15:21-39 Luke 23:39-49 John 19:12-37 
Thieves Both thieves revile Both thieves revile One thief reviles Jesus | Thieves mentioned, but 
Jesus Jesus and one asks tobe re- | no reviling 
membered. Request 
granted 
Time From the 6th hour to From the 6th hour to From the 6th hour to About 6th hour (wv. 13, 
the 9th hour the 9th hour the 9th hour 14) Jesus stands be- 
fore Pilate 
Jesus’ cry “Eli, Eli, lema “Eloi, Eloi, lema “Father, into your Jesus’ reference to his 


sabachthani?” (Heb.) 


“Temple curtain torn in 


opened and the dead 


| rise to life 


*Centurion: ‘Truly 7 


John are due to dependence upon a common tradi- 
tion. There appears, then, to be a Markan tradition 
(Matthew showing dependence upon Mark) and a 
separate Easter tradition common to both Luke and 
John. These traditions dominate the resurrection 
narratives, though each evangelist takes the lib- 
erty to add what contributes to his own purposes. 
Matthew, for example, adds the apologetic story of 
the guard at the tomb, while Luke includes the 
story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus; John, 


sabachthani?” (Aram.) 


desus-offered.a drink. | Sponge with vinegar Sponge with vinegar Vinegar, but offered at | Sponge full of vinegar 
a different time on a hyssop 

Accompanying “Darkness - “Darkness *Darkness *Scripture fulfilled: 

phenomena 19:24, 28, 36, 37 


*Temple curtain torn in 


a 


*Centurion: “Truly this 
man was God's Son.” man was God’s Son!” this man was innocent.” 
Sign over Jesus “This is Jesus, the “The King of the Jews” | “This is the King of the | “Jesus of Nazareth, the 
King of the Jews” Jews” King of the Jews” 


i 


5-4 


hands | commend my 
spirit.” 


mother; “I am thirsty”; 
“It is finished.” 


*Temple curtain torn in 
two 


two from top to bottom | two from top to bottom 
“Earthquake 
*Tombs of the dead 


*Centurion: “Certainly 


showing concern for a Jater generation of Chris- 
tians, adds the story of the special appearance of 
Jesus to Thomas (see ch. 6, below). 

The following discussion includes three of the 
more obvious discrepancies in the burial stories 
and some suggested solutions to the other prob- 
lems mentioned above. 


a. Who provided the spices? Is there a discrep- 
ancy between John on the one hand, who says the 
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The so-called Tomb of Absalom in the Kidron Valley (based on 2 Sam 18:18) actually dates from the first century B.C. 
Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


spices were provided by Nicodemus, and Mark and 
Luke on the other, who say that the women brought 
the spices? The answer may lie in the ignorance of 
the women on how the body was prepared for 
burial. Having seen only the burial itself and not 
the preparation of the body, they might well have 
considered coming back to prepare the body appro- 
priately for burial. Is much to be made of the si- 
lence of John and Matthew about the women (or of 
John about Mary) and the spices? Should it be as- 
sumed that in all four Gospels the women (or 
woman, in John) came to the tomb on the first day 
of the week to anoint the body with spices? To 
make that conjecture is an argument from silence, 
though not impossible as some have claimed. 
Bultmann’s view that Mark 15:46 indicates that the 
burial of Jesus was complete and needed nothing 
further?’ does not take into consideration the pos- 
sible ignorance of the women regarding what had 
already occurred. Also, his view does not allow 
that this act, according to the evangelists, was 
simply an act of devotion on the part of the women. 


Because of the lateness of the day when Jesus was 
buried, the women may well have not had time to 
pay their final respects of devotion and honor to 
their fallen Master. On the Day of Preparation 
(Tapacxevn, parascheué), there was only enough 
time to perform the most necessary of obligations; 
any further acts of devotion would have to be post- 
poned until after the Sabbath. 


b. Elaborate burial procedures. All of the evange- 
lists indicate that a rather elaborate preparation, or 
wrapping, of Jesus’ body in a shroud took place and 
that the Sabbath was fast approaching, forcing 
those who prepared the body to do so somewhat 
hastily (see Matt 27:57; Mark 15:42; Luke 23:54, 
John 19:42). Long ago Lilly noted that the Talmud, 
in the treatise dealing with the Sabbath rest, per- 
mits all necessary steps to be taken for a decent 
burial on the Sabbath and that “the duty of bury- 
ing the dead was thus regarded as taking prece- 
dence over other laws whenever there should be a 
conflict.”** It may well be, as Lilly argues, that 
what had obtained in Judaism in a later generation 
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was also true in the time of Jesus. Since Deut 21:23 
expressly states that the body of a condemned man 
could not hang upon a tree all night but had to be 
buried “that same day,” there seems to be no con- 
tradiction in the elaborate nature of Jesus’ burial, 
which took place on a late Friday afternoon as the 
Sabbath was approaching. Also, this elaborate 
burial (Mark 15:46; John 19:39-41) is not necessar- 
ily in conflict with the lateness of the Day of Prepa- 
ration as the Sabbath was approaching or with the 
fact that Jesus died a criminal’s death, since “they 
may make ready (on the Sabbath or on a feast day) 
all that is needful for the dead, and anoint it and 
wash it, provided that they do not move any mem- 
ber of it” (m. Sabb. 23:5). Therefore, everything 
necessary for a decent burial, including the wash- 
ing and anointing of a body, as the evangelists 
mention, was possible within the proper keeping of 
the law by the Jews. For this reason, Lilly says that 
the evangelists, who were familiar with Palestinian 
conditions and customs, could not have attributed 
to the women the intention of coming to embalm 
the body of Jesus three days after burial. The inten- 
tion of the women, Lilly claims, was in keeping 
with an ancient Palestinian custom of visiting graves 
for three days after burial. This custom stemmed 
from the belief that the soul of the deceased re- 
mained in or near the body during this time. The 
Palestinian custom of bringing spices and oint- 
ments for anointing was similar to the modern cus- 
tom of bringing flowers or wreaths to the graveside 
of loved ones. Lilly cites as proof an example from 
Josephus (Ant. 17.196-199), in which five hundred 
pounds of perfumes were brought for the burial of 
Herod the Great in addition to those used to em- 
balm the body. Although we may agree with 
Bultmann that according to Mark 15:46 the burial 
of Jesus was complete, we should ask whether 
Mark 16:1 and Luke 24:1 suggest otherwise. If Lilly 
is correct, it is possible that Nicodemus supplied all 
the necessary spices for the burial and that the 
women only intended to offer their spices and oint- 
ments out of love and devotion. 

This is speculation, of course, and we may be 
reading into the text something not explicitly 
there, but it does offer a possible solution to the 
problem posed above. But the question of why the 
women visited the tomb should not be one of great 
importance here. Whether it was to anoint the 
body of Jesus, as in Mark and Luke, or just to visit 


the tomb, as in Matthew and John, does not detract 
significantly from the message of the evangelists. 
Several motivations for the women coming to the 
tomb are plausible, but the important fact is that, 
as Bode puts it, “the women came and that is 
enough.”>” 


c. Who buried Jesus? One of the most signifi- 
cant problems in the burial stories is the question 
of who buried Jesus. All four Gospels state quite 
clearly that it was Joseph of Arimathea, but Acts 
13:29 strangely attributes this act to the enemies of 
Jesus, the Jews. 

Grass holds that the Acts passage is pre-Lukan 
and represents an accurate portrayal of the burial 
of Jesus. He believes that the Joseph of Arimathea 
burial story is late in the traditions about Jesus and 
that Jesus was laid in a common grave without 
special burial preparation, contrary to what the 
Gospels indicate, because this was the normal pro- 
cedure for executed criminals in that day.°8 Follow- 
ing Grass, Fuller concludes that Mark 16:1-8 is 
more naturally an earlier part of the Gospel tradi- 
tion (contra Bultmann) and that the burial stories 
of the Gospels can be explained as a subsequent ad- 
dition to the original tradition with the purpose of 
preventing Jesus from suffering the final shame of 
an improper burial.°? He claims that the story of 
the women coming to the tomb to complete the 
burial rites was in order since, before then, the 
body of Jesus had simply been handled by those 
who buried him (his enemies, Acts 13:29). The 
elaborate burial story in the Gospels, according to 
Fuller, was an expansion begun by Mark in order 
to make the final act of hostility toward Jesus into 
one of charity. Mark’s statement that Joseph of 
Arimathea was a respected member of the council 
and was looking for the kingdom of God (15:43) 
was, according to Fuller, later developed in the 
Gospel tradition to the point where Joseph eventu- 
ally was even called a “disciple” (Matt 27:57). Fuller 
then concludes that it was the Markan burial story 
on which all of the evangelists drew, not the 
empty-tomb story, which was at variance with the 
rest of the resurrection narratives. He believes that 
the difference in the names of the women in the 
burial and empty-tomb stories can be attributed to 
later attempts to square the empty-tomb tradition 
with the names in the burial story. He claims 
that originally there was only Mary Magdalene at 
the tomb (John 20:1), and agrees with Wilckens’s 


thesis that when the disciples returned from Gali- 
lee after receiving their visions, they heard the re- 
port from Mary Magdalene about the empty tomb 
and were pleased with the story because it was 
in accord with their experience.” Accordingly, 
Mary’s report was later attached to the passion 
narrative as a vehicle for proclaiming the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus. 

O'Collins, on the other hand, contends that 
Luke used an unreliable source in the Acts 13 
speech, which was reportedly given by Paul, be- 
cause in the witnesses to the resurrection in v. 31 
there is no mention of Paul (see 1 Cor 15:8). This 
passage, according to O’Collins, represents Paul 
“not as appealing to his own encounter with the 
risen Christ but as relying exclusively on other 
witnesses to the resurrection! As Luke fails in this 
speech to portray accurately the historical Paul, 
we can hardly insist on the strict reliability of a 
vague remark about Jesus’ burial.”°! Conzelmann 
accepts the inconsistency, but says that this “pre- 
Lukan” passage (Acts 13:29) was simply not 
adopted in Luke’s Gospel narrative of the burial 
story. He says that Luke was not aware of the 
original meaning of this passage.°* 

Rather than opt for one tradition over another, 
Bruce says that it is possible to work out a har- 
mony of the two stories by allowing the enemies of 
Jesus to remove the body from the cross, as seems 
possible from John 19:31, and at the same time hav- 
ing Joseph (and Nicodemus) take care of the burial 
itself. This, however, does not seem to solve all of 
the problems, especially because Acts 13:29 has the 
enemies of Jesus not only taking him down from 
the cross but also placing him in the tomb. Munck 
calls the final clause of Acts 13:29 a passive con- 
struction: “A passive construction is used instead 
of the active ‘they took him down’ for the agent 
might be Romans, the Jews, or the disciples.”® 
This, he believes, would allow for the disciples 
taking care of the burial rather than Jesus’ ene- 
mies. In the clause in question, however, the par- 
ticiple kaBeAdvteEs (kathelontes, “taking down”) 
and the verb €@nxav (ethékan, “placed”) are both 
in the active voice. It would be difficult to argue 
for a passive construction when there is no pas- 
sive verb in the whole clause. Perhaps the cor- 
rect way to view this problem is to say with Bruce 
that both verbs are “generalizing” plurals, that is, 
that Luke does not specifically wish to say that the 
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enemies of Jesus actually buried him.®* Hanson, 
apparently concurring, says that Luke’s represen- 
tation of the Jews as burying Jesus is a result of his 
“condensed style” and not his deliberate inten- 
tion.’ The author of Luke-Acts probably would 
not have had Joseph of Arimathea perform the 
burial rites in one part of his work (Luke) and then 
be inconsistent with this in the second part of his 
work (Acts). 

There are clearly a number of alternative ways 
of explaining a discrepancy between the Gospels 
and Acts. Whatever the explanation, we find it dif- 
ficult to call the very strong testimony of four evan- 
gelists into question, since they are more agreed on 
the burial of Jesus than on any other area of the 
resurrection narratives. 

Regarding Joseph, Bode argues that, since Jo- 
seph did not hold any place of remembrance or 
honor in the organization of the earliest commu- 
nity of Christians, he is to be regarded as some- 
thing of an outsider and consequently not the 
kind of person who would likely have been drawn 
into an invented story. Geering, on the other 
hand, holds that because Arimathea is not known 
as a place from any other source, it is an imagined 
site like the later Emmaus. The name Joseph, he 
says, may have been used to personalize the un- 
known Jew who was presumed by Mark to have 
been responsible for the burial of Jesus. He sug- 
gests that “Joseph” was used “because of the bibli- 
cal tradition which told of the care with which 
Joseph, the patriarch, transported the body of 
his father all the way back to Machpelah for 
burial.” He concludes that the form and content of 
Mark’s burial story is no guarantee of its genuine- 
ness and that this “Joseph story” was a later addi- 
tion to his narrative.©” 

The location of Arimathea is not as unknown 
as Geering would have us believe, however, and 
certainly not as problematic as the whereabouts 
of Emmaus. Although it cannot be conclusively 
demonstrated, many scholars are willing to equate 
*Aptwabala (Arimathaia) with Ramathaim-zophim 
(= “The Two Heights” or “Twin Ramahs”), the 
city of Elkanah and Samuel (1 Sam 1:1), near 
Diospolis in the district of Timnah. The LxXx form 
of Ramathaim is “Appada(p (Armathaim).® Also, 
the virtual lack of any similarity between Joseph 
of Arimathea and the Joseph in Gen 50:1-14 
makes Geering’s view far from convincing. The 
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basic problem in identifying Joseph of Arimathea 
concerns whether he was indeed a follower of 
Jesus (“a disciple,” Matt 27:57). Mark 15:43 only 
claims that he was a respected member of the 
council (presumably the town council of Jerusa- 
lem, though this is not stated) and that he “was 
also himself waiting expectantly for the kingdom 
of God.” Matthew takes this to mean that he was 
a disciple, and Luke 23:50-51 understands that 
Joseph “was a good and righteous man” and 
“was waiting expectantly for the kingdom of 
God.” If this understanding is correct, one must 
still wonder why the women did not participate 
in the burial that is mentioned in all four Gos- 
pels, since they would presumably have had 
nothing to fear by doing so. In the Synoptic Gos- 
pels they are observers, but one gathers that it 
was from a distance. If, on the other hand, Joseph 
was in fact not a follower of Jesus but simply a re- 
spected member of “the council” who was anx- 
ious to do what was right and proper on the 
Sabbath day, then Acts 13:29 may be right when 
it says that the burial of Jesus was performed by 
his enemies. The problem here is to explain why, 
if Joseph were not a follower of Jesus, he would 
have provided such an expensive burial place for 
him. John also calls Joseph a “disciple” of Jesus 
and includes another disciple (by inference Nico- 
demus?) in the burial story. Joseph of Arimathea, 
therefore, was probably both a disciple of Jesus 
and responsible for his burial. The fourfold testi- 
mony of this in the Gospels should outweigh the 
problematic assertion of Acts 13:29 that the ene- 
mies of Jesus buried him. 

In spite of the variations in the accounts of the 
burial story, at least one basic message is found in 
all, including the Acts 13 speech—that it was Jesus 
of Nazareth who died on a cross and who was bur- 
ied in a tomb. The evangelists also agree that this 
same Jesus who was placed in a tomb was also 
raised from that tomb to life. 


3. WHAT FACTORS AND PEOPLE WERE 
INVOLVED IN THE DEATH OF JESUS? 
FURTHER COMMENT 


Significant attention has recently been given to 
the question of who crucified Jesus. Some scholars 
have tried to eliminate Jewish complicity alto- 


gether, placing blame solely on the “Roman imperial 
system,”©? while some Christians have unwittingly 
and unjustly blamed the Jewish race for the death 
of Jesus. Neither position has credible support. The 
question, however, has been so emotionally packed 
for such a long time that clarity on the matter has 
not been easy. 

In the time of Jesus it was the primary responsi- 
bility of the Roman prefect to keep order in the re- 
gion of Judea. More specifically, during this time it 
was the official responsibility of Pontius Pilate, the 
Roman prefect from 26 to 36 A.D. The actual, indi- 
rect authority for keeping peace in Judea and mak- 
ing sure that the Jews were obedient to Roman 
authority and its various laws was the high priest 
in Jerusalem. For almost five hundred years before 
the Roman conquest of Palestine in 63 B.C., the 
Jews were used to being governed by a high priest. 
During the Hasmonean Dynasty, the final eighty 
years of that time (ca. 140-63 B.C.), the Jews were 
ruled by a king who was also the high priest over 
the nation. After Rome intervened in Judean af- 
fairs, Herod the Great became the client king who 
was responsible to Rome for governance of the re- 
gion. After his death, Herod’s territory was divided 
among his sons, and one son, Herod Archelaus, did 
so poorly as a ruler that he was replaced by Roman 
prefects who governed Judea from 6 A.D. on, with 
the brief exception of the years 41-44 A.D., when 
Agrippa I ruled until his untimely death (Acts 
12:20-23; cf. Josephus, Ant. 19.343-350). 

Pontius Pilate ruled from the coastal city of 
Caesarea and was known for his ruthless dealing 
with rebellion and maintaining a strong posture to- 
ward the inhabitants of his region. In the day-to- 
day control of the region, the high priest had the 
right to make recommendations to the prefect, in- 
cluding capital punishment, which he himself did 
not have the authority to carry out. Caiaphas evi- 
dently did a good job as high priest, at least in the 
eyes of the Romans, since he served eighteen years 
in that role, longer than any other high priest of 
the first century. 


A. Circumstances Surrounding 
Jesus’ Death 


As discussed above, the immediate factors that 
led to the arrest and death of Jesus probably in- 
cluded the following: his triumphal entry, when 


the Pharisees told Jesus to stop his disciples from 
their confession of him as king (Mark 11:1-11; cf. 
Luke 19:38-40); the cleansing of the temple (Mark 
11:15-19); and his prediction of the demise of the 
temple (Mark 13:1-2), As Jesus came out of the 
temple, he said to his disciples that there would not 
be one stone on another that would not be torn 
down (Mark 13:1-2),” Sanders notes that many in 
antiquity claimed that the temple would be re- 
placed or destroyed, such as the author of 1 Enoch 
and the author of the Qumran Temple Scroll 
(11QTemple XXIX, 8-10). But Jesus’ actions and 
words, combined with the fact that he had a following, 
caused alarm among the religious and political lead- 
ers. Sanders argues that Caiphas had Jesus arrested 
because he mistakenly thought that Jesus had per- 
sonally threatened the temple.’ Did Jesus threaten 
to destroy the temple? Probably not (but cf. Mark 
15:29-30 and the criticisms against him from the 
passersby). The importance of such allegations must 
be understood in light of the significance of the 
temple in Judaism in the time of Jesus. Its centrality 
in the political, social, and religious life of first- 
century Judaism cannot be overestimated.” 

Jesus’ actions and teachings were considered a 
threat to the stability of the region by the religious 
authorities and, as a result, also by Pilate. So Jesus 
was arrested by Caiphas, who apparently believed 
that the death of one person was far better than the 
destruction of the whole land (John 11:50). Upon 
his recommendation, Pilate had Jesus beaten and 
crucified. Sanders argues that the NT references to 
Pilate’s hesitation to have Jesus put to death (see 
Matt 27:24-25; Luke 23:42-47; but also Mark 
15:6-15; John 18:38) was the word of a later genera- 
tion of Christians who were trying to reduce con- 
flict between Rome and the early Christian move- 
ment.’ Although it is reasonable that later Chris- 
tians went to considerable lengths to show that the 
church was not in conflict with Rome and thereby 
reduce sources of harm for their community, the 
reliability of the Gospel reports still has consider- 
able support, especially since they are found to 
some extent in all four Gospels. 

Carroll and Green observe that while the Gos- 
pels may be correct in Pilate’s findings that the 
charges against Jesus were baseless and that he 
posed no serious threat to Rome, Pilate’s reputa- 
tion in noncanonical sources (Philo, Embassy 302) 
and in the NT (Luke 13:1-5) shows that he needed 


Chapter 5 / The Story of Jesus: Part A 169 


little or no persuasion to move against Jesus.”4 


Philo, for instance, spoke of Pilate’s “corruption, and 
his acts of insolence, and his rapine, and his habit 
of insulting people, and his cruelty, and his contin- 
ual murders of people untried and uncondemned, 
and his never ending, and gratuitious, and most 
grievous inhumanity” (Embassy 302).”5 Josephus 
observes that Pilate was removed from office by the 
Syrian governor Vitellius and returned to Rome 
“because of the matters with which he was charged” 
(Ant. 18.89), and he added that in conjunction with 
this action he also removed Caiaphas from office 
and appointed Jonathan in his place (Ant. 18.95). 
Crossan notes that Pilate’s and Caiaphas’s tenures 
in Judea overlapped by ten years and that the close 
cooperation between them probably offended Jew- 
ish sensibilities and made it necessary to remove 
them both.’° 

The key factors that led to the death of Jesus 
probably also included his earlier conflicts with 
Jewish teachers, especially the Pharisees, during 
his public career in Galilee (Mark 3:1-6). Jesus was 
a charismatic figure who challenged the religious 
and social norms of his day and, as a result, had a 
following.” Along with this, if Jesus was a messi- 
anic claimant (see discussion above), we have fur- 
ther reasons for his downfall. He did not normally 
refer to himself as a Messiah or king in public, but 
in his questioning by Caiaphas in Mark 14:61-62, 
Jesus acknowledged that he was the Messiah, “the 
Son of the Blessed One.” This fits with a number of 
clues in the Gospels. According to Matt 11:4—6 (cf. 
Luke 7:22-23), in which Jesus is questioned by the 
disciples of John about his identity, he answers 
with a reference to Isa 29:18-19 and 35:5, 6 (cf. 
Luke 7:18-35). Jesus’ response in the so-called Q 
passage (Luke 7:22-23; cf. Matt 11:46) appears to 
make a messianic claim. If 4QMessianic Apocalypse 
(cited in sec. 2.D, above) reflects a first-century Jew- 
ish understanding of the role of the Messiah, as ap- 
pears likely, then it may be that Jesus made such a 
claim to John’s disciples.”® Jesus’ reference to the 
nature of his ministry in Luke 4:18-19, when he 
cites Isa 61:1, 2 (see also 58:6), also suggests that he 
at least saw himself as an eschatological prophet, if 
not a messianic figure. Stanton, citing Melchizedek 
(11QMelch) in conjunction with 4QMessianic Apoc- 
alypse, contends that Jesus’ reference to Isa 61:1-2 
shows that he was making an indirect messianic 
claim.” 
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There were no ancient models of a crucified 
Messiah, and it is debatable how the title Messiah 
was applied to Jesus after his death. It does not au- 
tomatically refer to a king, and had Jesus openly 
claimed to be a king early in his ministry, this 
could have been fatal.®° The early church did not 
call Jesus their king, and even a nonkingly messi- 
anic reference is difficult to find on the lips of Jesus 
in the Gospels. He seldom appealed to the title Mes- 
siah, and even when Peter confessed that Jesus was 
the Christ (Messiah), Jesus did not affirm the accla- 
mation but instead predicted his rejection and death 
(Mark 8:29-31). Suffering and rejection were not 
parts of messianic expectations in the first century. 
This makes the despair of the disciples after Jesus’ 
death more understandable. When Jesus was cruci- 
fied as king of the Jews by Pilate, however, we have 
some indication at least that his actions had been 
interpreted by his followers as well as by his ene- 
mies to mean that he was a Messiah figure or 
claimant.®! The title or accusation against Jesus 
that was placed on his cross suggests that he was 
passed off to Pilate as a messianic king and was 
thus condemned. Sanders argues that Jesus’ three 
symbolic acts just before his death (his triumphal 
entry into Jerusalem, cleansing of the temple, and 
transformation of the Passover meal into a reli- 
gious ceremony with a different significance) all 
point to Jesus’ belief in the coming of a new king- 
dom and his leadership role within it 82 

Although the temple cleansing and the predic- 
tions against the temple were the immediate causes 
for Jesus’ arrest, he also had opposition from both 
the Pharisees and the Scribes dating back to the 
early days of his ministry in Galilee, when they 
took exception to him for not agreeing with them 
on their views of keeping the Sabbath, the various 
purification laws, and fasting laws (Mark 2:18-3:6; 
7:1—23). The Pharisees generally disappear as oppo- 
nents of Jesus after his ministry in Galilee, but after 
the chief priests and scribes and elders had con- 
fronted Jesus on his authority (Mark 11:27), they 
sent some Pharisees and Herodians to try to trap 
him in what he said in the temple precincts (Mark 
12:13-17). Their opposition evidently followed him 
from the early days of his ministry (Mark 3:6). Jesus 
was also accused of being a magician who cast out 
demons by the power of the devil, or Beelzebub 
(Matt 9:34; 10:25; 12:24, 27; see Jesus’ response, 
12:25-32), and of being a false prophet who led the 


people astray (Luke 23:2, 5, 14). Early opposition to 
Jesus is not negligible among the factors that brought 
Jesus to the cross. It is likely that news of the grow- 
ing opposition to his ministry, even in Galilee, con- 
tributed to his rejection in Jerusalem, even if the 
decisive events that led to his arrest were the temple 
cleansing and his predictions about its destruction. 
The temple cleansing itself was probably more of a 
prophetic act intended to make a statement about 
Jesus’ mission rather than simply a cleaning up of 
the temple. Stanton contends that it would have 
taken an army to halt the buying and selling in the 
temple and that therefore Jesus’ actions are better 
understood as “a prophetic gesture against the 
Temple itself” than as a protest against the money- 
changers in the temple area. 

Whatever his motives, the incident in the temple 
and Jesus’ words about its destruction (Mark 
13:1-2) were the most likely immediate causes for his 
arrest and crucifixion.®* The religious leaders in Je- 
rusalem perceived a threat from these actions and 
feared that Jesus could present major problems to the 
stability and tenuous peace with Rome, problems that 
might lead to Roman intervention. Adding to this, 
Jesus had a following, even though there is nothing 
to suggest that he ever enlisted an army to accom- 
plish his ends or was a member of the Zealots or 
even sympathetic to such a group (if such a group 
ever existed; see ch. 3, sec. 2, above).°° The size of 
his following at the time of his death is uncertain, 
but it was noticeable (Mark 11:18; Luke 19:39). Both 
the Jewish religious leaders and Pilate therefore de- 
cided that they could not allow him to continue. 

Jesus evidently had the opportunity to defend 
himself both to Caiaphas and to Pilate, who could 
essentially have dismissed the charges against him, 
but Jesus chose not to do so (Mark 14:60-61; 
15:1-5; Luke 22:66-70; 23:34, 8-9; Matt 26:62-64; 
27:11-14; John 18:19-24, 28-38). Sanders affirms 
the historicity of these reports, saying that Jesus 
conceivably “could have talked his way out of exe- 
cution had he promised to take his disciples, return 
to Galilee and keep his mouth shut. He seems not 
to have tried.”®° 


B. Responsibility for Jesus’ Death 


Because Crossan does not believe that the NT 
writings present much historically accurate infor- 
mation about the life and ministry of Jesus, it is not 


surprising that he also dismisses the historical ac- 
curacy of the passion narratives and their implica- 
tion that there was some Jewish participation in 
Jesus’ condemnation and death.®’ He does not find 
much historical information in the Gospels but, 
rather, what he calls “prophecy historicized rather 
than history recalled.”** Crossan rightly rejects 
Jewish responsibility (i.e., of the whole nation) and 
Roman innocence, but he fails to satisfy the ques- 
tion why there was such strong reaction against 
the Jewish people in early Christian writings. With- 
out question, not all of the Jews of Palestine could 
be held accountable for the death of Jesus, not even 
a sizable percentage. No doubt there were some 
Jews who did not accept Jesus as a messianic figure 
and perceived that he was some kind of a charla- 
tan. Some wanted to dismiss him, some even wanted 
to execute him, and some believed in him. In no 
case were all the Jewish people guilty of, or respon- 
sible for, his death. 

There is no good reason to deny, however, that 
certain religious leaders in Jerusalem believed that 
the death of one person who threatened the reli- 
gious and social structure of the region could keep 
the nation safe from Roman interference in their 
affairs (John 11:50). Since the Jewish authorities did 
not have the authority to execute, the local Roman 
prefect, Pilate, and the soldiers under his command 
were responsible for the actual death itself. The ex- 
ecution probably did come as a recommendation 
from the high priest, but Pilate was under no man- 
date to carry out the high priest’s wishes. Pilate 
made the final decision, evidently quickly, since 
none of the Gospels indicate that he tarried long in 
his deliberation. The execution itself took place on 
the same day within a few hours after Jesus was 
brought to him. 

The number of those responsible for Jesus’ death 
was eventually and unfortunately expanded by the 
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church to include the whole Jewish nation and 
even all Jews of all times. Some references in the NT 
probably contributed to this conclusion, for ex- 
ample, John 8:34-59 and 1 Thess 2:13-16. This un- 
reasonable understanding of Jewish texts by Gentiles 
of a later era has led to many tragedies for the Jew- 
ish people throughout history. It is an overstate- 
ment to say that no Jews in authoritative places 
were responsible for the death of Jesus, but it is 
likewise unreasonable to say that all of Israel 
should be held accountable. 

What may have led to the expansion of Jewish 
responsibility for the death of Jesus is the fact that 
the Jews did not convert to Christianity and that 
many early Christians still found Judaism attrac- . 
tive well into the fifth century A.D. There also ap- 
pears to have been some Jewish involvement in the 
persecution of the Christians, such as turning 
Christians over to Roman authorities when the 
Christian faith had been outlawed in certain sec- 
tors of the empire. In some cases, Jews were no 
doubt responsible for turning in Christians to 
Roman authorities, who punished Christians for 
their faith, as in the case of the death of Polycarp 
(Mart. Pol. 12.2; 13.1; 17.2; 18.1).° 

From a biblical perspective, however, early 
Christian writers began to argue that the death of 
Jesus was in the plan of God (Acts 2:23) and that 
his death was for “our sins,” that is, he died in the 
place of sinners (Rom 5:8; 2 Cor 5:19-21). Stein is 
certainly correct when he concludes that “Chris- 
tians know that they are the cause for Jesus’ death. 
Ultimately it is the believer, for whom Christ died, 
who is responsible for his death”; those who need a 
scapegoat “need only look in the mirror.””° The 
time for blaming the whole Jewish nation for the 
crimes against Jesus is long since over, and Chris- 
tians should consider Stein’s able advice. 
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chapter 


THE STORY OF JESUS, PART B: 


Easter Faith and the Resurrection Narratives 


1. INTRODUCTION 


The most important event of the NT, which is 
also foundational for the establishment of the church, 
is the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. The earli- 
est NT Christologies (see Rom 1:3-4), eschatologies 
(1 Cor 15:20—28; Phil 3:21; Rom 8:9~11, 22-24), and 
other doctrines, including the salvation of human- 
ity (1 Cor 15:12-20), are based on this event. With- 
out the resurrection of Jesus, according to Paul, 
there is no basis for Christian proclamation and an 
inadequate explanation of how the proclaimer, 
Jesus, became the proclaimed in the Christian tra- 
dition. It was in his resurrection that Jesus’ mes- 
sage was authenticated and faith was born in his 
disciples (Acts 2:22—36); it was in the proclamation 
of the resurrection that forgiveness of sins and 
hope beyond the grave were extended to the earli- 
est communities of believers in Jesus. There are, 
however, a number of obscurities in the Easter nar- 
ratives about precisely what happened in the resur- 
rection of Jesus. Although Paul precedes the Gospel 
writers, he does not describe the appearances of 
Jesus or the empty-tomb tradition that is found in 
all the canonical Gospels. This silence has been 
used as a basis for calling into question the authen- 
ticity of the Gospel narratives. A brief comparison 
of the Gospels and the Pauline testimony in 1 Cor 


15 shows the difficulties with which scholars have 
struggled for centuries. The united testimony from 
the early church, however, is that God raised up 
Jesus from the dead, even though there are many 
unsettled questions about the event. The basic mes- 
sage of the Gospels remains: Jesus of Nazareth was 
crucified, buried, and raised from the dead and 
then was seen (or will be seen; cf. Mark 16:7) by 
witnesses. This message is also at the heart of the 
entire NT witness to the glorification of Jesus and 
Christian hope (1 Cor 15:3-8; 1 Pet 1:3—5; Rev 1:5; 
etc.). Because an understanding of the Easter story 
and its proclamation is critical for understanding 
the origins of Christian faith and the birth of the 
church, this examination of the primary NT texts 
about the resurrection will be fairly detailed. 


2. ORIGINS OF THE NOTION OF 
RESURRECTION 


There was no single understanding of life after 
death adopted by all Jews in the time of Jesus, even 
though the view that prevailed was that of the 
Pharisees, who believed in the resurrection of the 
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The gatehouse of the Golden Gate, also called Solomon's Throne, on the Eastern Wall of the 
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body at the end of the ages. In his summary of the 
primary texts on resurrection, Nickelsburg has 
shown that belief in meaningful life after death 
was, in fact, a rather late development in the his- 
tory of Israelite religion. This notion appears to 
begin with Jewish speculation that there was life 
beyond this one in spite of physical death (e.g., 
Psalms 16, 49, 73; Isa 24-27, esp. 25:6-8, 26:14~19). 
Scholars debate the dating of all these texts, but 
most put them late in OT history. The context of 
persecution against the people of God and belief in 
God’s vindication after death may be the source of 
such early notions of life after death. This is the 
case, for example, in 1 En. 22-27, especially ch. 22. 
In these chapters, the blessing of God comes to the 
righteous after death, as does the eternal judgment 
of God upon the sinner. The nature of existence in 
the afterlife is not fully described here, but what de- 
scription is offered is given in nonphysical terms 
(e.g. 22:3-14) except in 22:13, where the souls of 
the righteous are assumed to rise on the day of 
judgment but not the souls of the unrighteous. In 
25:6, however, the “fragrance” of the holy place 


“shall (penetrate) their [the righteous] bones,” and 
“long life will they live on earth such as your fa- 
thers lived in their days.” If it is like that of the fa- 
thers before them, their mode of life is likely per- 
ceived here to be a physical one. These, and other 
similar passages, may be directly dependent on Isa 
65-66 (perhaps ca. late or early fifth century B.C.), 
which speaks of the blessings of the faithful and the 
judgment of sinners. 

The notion of the blessing and judgment of God 
is also present in Jub. 23:11-31 and 2 Macc 7:9-14. 
In 4 Maccabees (perhaps late first century B.C. or 
early first century A.D.), the writer mentions the 
blessing that God promises to those who are faith- 
ful and live by the law (4 Macc 2:23). Later, in 
17:11-12, after the faithful martyrdoms of an aged 
priest, a mother, and her seven sons, it is reported 
that the prize for victory is “immortality in endless 
life.” Finally, in 18:23, with their “victorious mother” 
they “are gathered together into the chorus of the 
fathers, and have received pure and immortal souls 
from God.”? In the Wisdom of Solomon (probably 
late first century B.C.), chs. 1-5 (1:15; 2:22~23; 3:1, 
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8; 5:15), the blessing of God after death comes in 
the form of immortality of the soul. Fourth Ezra7 (2 
Esdras; late first century A.D.) speaks of immortality 
of the soul for the righteous (v. 13), who escape 
what is corruptible in order “to receive and enjoy 
[spacious liberty in] immortality” (vv. 96-99), 
while the wicked face the judgment of God (vv. 
76-87). Qumran and related Jewish literature also 
refers to rewards for godly living and punishment 
for the unjust in the life to come (e.g., 3QHymn III, 
19-23; XI, 3-14; CD III, 13-IV, 26; cf. T. Ab. 11-12).* 

McDonald observes that there is very little lan- 
guage about the notion of resurrection from the 
dead in the OT, and what there is of it is both late in 
the history of Israel and in a context of suffering. 
Like Nickelsburg, he claims that the idea of resur- 
rection emerges in the context of “theodicy,” or the 
“attempt to affirm the goodness and omnipotence 
of God in the face of evil in the world.”” When so 
much of the promise of God to Israel was voiced in 
terms of possession of the land of Palestine, how 
could it be that the people of God, even if a rem- 
nant, would die in captivity in Babylon after the 
destruction of their homeland and temple? At this 
time, there was an attempt to come to terms with 
God’s goodness in the face of evil. Ezekiel was one 
of the first to speak of God reconstituting the nation 
in terms of a resurrection of “dry bones” (Ezek 
37:]-14). In symbolic language, the nation is re- 
constituted. Similarly, Isa 26:19 (see all of Isa 
24-27) makes this same point using resurrection 
imagery. These may be the earliest texts to discuss 
the notion of the resurrection and reward of the 
righteous (Isaiah scholars dispute the dating of chs. 
24-27, many contending that they are postexilic in 
origin). 

The notion of the resurrection of the righteous 
is more clearly presented in the intertestamental 
literature, where we begin to see several references 
to the resurrection from the grave. For example, in 
Dan 12:2, a text that was written in its final form in 
the mid-second century B.C., we find reference to a 
resurrection for the faithful and the unfaithful to 
blessing and condemnation respectively. The con- 
text of the book is persecution of the righteous, and 
resurrection is the means by which God corrects 
injustice (chs. 9-10). Daniel 12:2 can be compared 
with Assum. Mos. 10 and Jub. 23:27-31, where there 
are similar interests in resurrection as a means of 
both reward and punishment. Testament of Judah 25 


is also a close parallel. In 2 Macc 7:7-23, we see a 
description of the physical tortures of the Jews by 
Antiochus (167-165 B.C.) and an affirmation that 
God will “raise us up to an everlasting renewal of 
life, because we have died for his laws” (v. 9). Other 
similar passages include Pss. Sol. 3:11 and 1 En. 22, 
which focus on the rewards and punishments of 
both the righteous and sinners. First Enoch 25:6 an- 
ticipates the rising of the righteous to new life in 
the new Jerusalem, but it is not clear whether the 
unrighteous will rise for punishment. These pas- 
sages, and others, bear witness that belief in a res- 
urrection from the grave was not uniform in the 
intertestamental literature. Wisdom of Solomon 
2:23-24; 3:1, for instance, does not speak of resur- 
rection but, rather, the immortality of the soul (see 
also Jub. 23:32; 1 En. 103; cf. Ps 73:24~-26), On the 
other hand, 1 En. 102:4—104:8 (ca. early second 
century B.C.) argues that the day of judgment will 
come to those who oppress the poor and that the 
souls of the righteous who grieve in Sheol will 
come back to life and receive the reward that their 
fleshly bodies missed. On the basis of these pas- 
sages, McDonald concludes that resurrection lan- 
guage is essentially eschatological! and is related to 
an apocalyptic worldview.® 

That there was no single Jewish teaching about 
life after death is illustrated by Josephus when he 
claims that the Pharisees believed in the resurrec- 
tion of the body, the Sadducees did not hold to any 
view of life after death, whether for rewards or 
punishments, and the Essenes held to the immor- 
tality of the soul (War 2.154-166; Ant. 18.12—20; see 
also 13.171-173).” The NT agrees that this was one 
of the points of contention between the Sadducees 
and the Pharisees (Mark 12:18-23; cf. Matt 22:23-33; 
Luke 20:27-39; Acts 23:6-8). The NT writers, how- 
ever, generally agree with the Pharisees that for 
those who have faith in God life after death will be 
by resurrection of the body (1 Thess 4:13-17; Rev 
20:4; 1 Cor 15:3-5, 35-58). A possible exception to 
this is in Hebrews, where the author, though he 
does not use the typical resurrection language in 
reference to Jesus’ exaltation, does affirm the no- 
tion of resurrection from the dead (Heb 6:2; 13:20). 
The nature of the resurrection is described differ- 
ently in Luke 24:36—43 and Paul (1 Cor 15:38—45, 
50), but both focus on a bodily resurrection from 
the grave, even if Paul emphasizes a transformed 
bodily resurrection (1 Cor 15:51-54) and contends 


that “flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of 
God” (15:50). Although according to second-cen- 
tury rabbinic Judaism “all Israelites have a share in 
the world to come” except those who say “that 
there is no resurrection of the dead prescribed in 
the law” (m. Sanh. 10:1),8 this does not mean that 
these were the uniform views of Judaism between 
100 B.C. and 100 A.D.? 


3. THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS IN 
HISTORY AND IN THE EASTER 
TRADITIONS 


There is little doubt that the kingdom of God 
and its coming played a significant role in the 
thinking of Jesus’ disciples and, indeed, in the think- 
ing of Jesus himself. The disciples anticipated an 
early establishment of the kingdom of God and 
even quarreled over who would be greatest in this 
kingdom (Matt 18:1). They appear to have believed 
that Jesus was the one who would initiate the com- 
ing of the kingdom among them. So, when Jesus 
died, his disciples were shattered, along with their 
hopes for the early establishment of the kingdom. 

After Jesus was arrested, his disciples aban- 
doned him and fled (Mark 14:50); they were filled 
with deep discouragement (Luke 24:17). The death 
of Jesus must certainly have spelled the end of the 
disciples’ hopes and led them to question who Jesus 
really was. As Bultmann argues, the cross presented 
the disciples with a question that had to be answered. !° 
According to Paul, it was the major stumbling 
block the Jews had to overcome (1 Cor 1:23). How 
could confidence be restored in Jesus in such a short 
space of time after his ignoble death? The writers of 
the NT contend that it was because Jesus was 
raised from the dead and exalted by God that faith 
became a possibility and the church was born. 

Several generally accepted historical facts sur- 
round the resurrection of Jesus: (1) Jesus died on a 
cross in Jerusalem; (2) his disciples lost their faith 
and confidence in him as the one who would estab- 
lish the kingdom of God; (3) within a relatively 
short period of time the disciples regained faith and 
confidence in Jesus as the bringer of God’s salva- 
tion; and (4) the Christian community grew as a 
result of the disciples’ preaching about the resur- 
rection of Jesus. A fifth and more disputed histori- 
cal fact to be discussed later is the report, recorded 
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in the canonical Gospels, of the empty tomb. All of 
these facts are congruent with the earliest Chris- 
tian proclamation that God raised Jesus from the 
dead. The sheer improbability of such an event tak- 
ing place, however, along with the confusing nar- 
ratives that tell this story, have caused many in- 
terpreters of Christian origins to be cautious and 
even skeptical in their conclusions about the Easter 
story. The first issue, therefore, is the problem of 
knowing what precisely happened in the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus. 

Because there is a tendency among those criti- 
cal scholars who reject the resurrection of Jesus as 
an event of history to emphasize the discrepancies 
within the resurrection narratives, we will focus on 
some of these problems, not so much with harmo- 
nization in mind as with the aim of trying to dis- 
cover what actually happened in Jesus’ resurrection 
according to the NT. Even though several serious 
discrepancies"! can be found in the resurrection 
narratives, including problems of consistency within 
a single narrative (John 20:1-18), the essential mes- 
sage of each evangelist is quite clear—that Jesus of 
Nazareth who was crucified was also raised from 
the dead. Besides a brief outline of a few lesser issues, 
the following discussion will address three basic is- 
sues: the empty-tomb tradition, the appearance sto- 
ries, and the nature of the resurrection of Jesus. 

The Gospel writers never describe the resurrec- 
tion itself; they only proclaim that Jesus was raised 
from the dead and describe various appearances of 
Jesus to the disciples. There were no eyewitnesses 
to the resurrection, and so we cannot know exactly 
what happened in the resurrection itself. The NT 
writings, unlike the apocryphal Gospel of Peter,!? do 
not describe or narrate the Easter event, what ac- 
tually happened to Jesus during his resurrection. 
There is no doubt in the minds of the NT writers, 
however, that Jesus was again alive and that the 
best way to proclaim this fact was through the 
story of his resurrection from the dead. The evan- 
gelists narrate the discovery of an empty tomb and 
the appearances of Jesus to the disciples, but the 
resurrection itself was an inference drawn from the 
appearances, as was its nature from the empty- 
tomb stories.’ Even though he himself does not ac- 
cept that the tomb of Jesus had been vacated by a 
miracle from God, Liidemann agrees that this was 
a part of the beliefs of the earliest Christian com- 
munity.!4 Some of the earliest Easter proclamations 
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only mention the fact of the resurrection and call 
for a confession of it without having narrated the 
event at all (see Rom 10:9). Paul, for example, men- 
tions the resurrection of Jesus as a means of intro- 
ducing his letters to Christians (see Gal 1:1; Rom 
1:34). In some of the early Christian proclamation 
there existed the belief that, by the resurrection, 
God did not allow Jesus’ flesh to see corruption 
(Acts 2:24-31) but, rather, raised him up and ex- 
alted him (Acts 2:32-33). 

From the perspective of Paul as well as the 
evangelists, the basis for proclaiming Easter faith 
was the postresurrection appearances of Jesus. In- 
deed, without them, it is difficult to account for the 
birth of Christianity. The earliest Christian message 
is that God raised up Jesus from the dead and ex- 
alted him and that, as a result, there was hope for 
the forgiveness of sins and participation in the 
coming kingdom of God (Acts 2:38; 3:19; 5:30-31; 
13:39; and passim).5 That Jesus was seen alive 
after his death is attested in Matt 28, Luke 24, and 
John 20 and 21, may be presumed in Mark 16:7, 
and is affirmed by Paul (1 Cor 9:1—2; 15:3-8); all 
offer assurances that Jesus was alive after his death. 
The later Easter traditions in the Gospels employed 
the empty-tomb story as a means of proclaiming 
the resurrection of Jesus. For example, this is the 
message of the angel(s) at the empty tomb in the 
Synoptic Gospels (Mark 16:6; Luke 24:4-7; Matt 
28:1-7) and, in a different way, in John 20:1-18, 
though it should not be concluded that an empty 
tomb in and of itself was the basis for belief in the 
resurrection. The appearances of Jesus and the 
empty-tomb tradition were the two vehicles for 
proclaiming the resurrection of Jesus; because of 
the appearances of Jesus Easter faith was initiated, 
while the empty tomb added credibility to the na- 
ture of these appearances, namely, that they were 
bodily or corporeal. Easter faith proclaims, then, 
that God raised Jesus from the dead, but how God 
raised him up remains, to some extent, a mystery. 

Another difficulty in ascertaining what hap- 
pened in the resurrection of Jesus stems from the 
fact that the only sources about the event were not 
written until some thirty or more years later, even 
though they are unquestionably based on earlier 
oral traditions that circulated in churches (e.g., 1 
Cor 15:11). As the message of Easter was carried on 
largely by word of mouth, it is likely that the tradi- 
tions were passed on with some alterations or mod- 


ifications. Indeed, the expansion of the Easter tradi- 
tions can be seen in the addition of the empty-tomb 
stories themselves to the proclamation of Easter. 
The earliest Easter traditions in the NT (1 Cor 15:3-8; 
Rom 10:9-10) do not employ the empty-tomb story. 
This does not mean that the empty-tomb tradition 
is a late invention of the early church, only that its 
inclusion in the mainstream of the Easter tradition 
was not in the earliest preaching of the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus. Neither does this mean that the story 
was unknown or unimportant to the earliest Chris- 
tians. The addition of the story to the Easter tradi- 
tion was perhaps prompted by a later need to show 
that Jesus’ resurrection was not simply a spiritual 
event but a bodily event. This is speculation, of 
course, but is offered only as a possible explanation 
for the church’s need to add this story.1® Matthew 
28:11-15 records a Jewish polemic that the disciples 
stole Jesus’ body. This polemic assumes that the 
tomb was empty and tries to account for how it be- 
came that way, lending further credence to the 
earliness of the empty-tomb tradition. 

In any event, it is difficult to believe that the 
Easter traditions used in early Christian preaching 
and teaching (during the rather lengthy oral stage 
of their development) could have remained static. 
Although certain changes are discernible in the 
Easter traditions, it does not follow that what initi- 
ated the faith of the earliest followers of Jesus and 
the birth of the church has been lost or completely 
obscured in the traditions, as some scholars con- 
tend. The message is still clear that God raised up 
Jesus from the dead, and that belief is what stands 
behind the birth of the church (Rom 10:9). 

Despite this affirmation, a number of difficulties 
still remain in the narratives. Among these are the 
number of angels at the empty tomb, their mes- 
sage, their location, the number and names of the 
women coming to the tomb, the time of their ar- 
rival, the nature and location of the resurrection 
appearances, and the message that the risen Lord 
proclaims in the appearances. Along with these dif- 
ficulties, we also mention the various accompany- 
ing phenomena included by the four evangelists at 
the death and resurrection of Jesus in all of the 
Gospels; they may well be part of the Gospels’ vari- 
ous theological interpretations of the events they 
describe. Those who believe that Jesus did rise from 
the grave often tend to minimize historical objec- 
tions to the Easter story and to discount the growth 
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and development of the traditions, whiie those who 
reject it tend to emphasize the differences in the 
traditions, saying that what happened is so ob- 
scured in the Gospels that it is not possible to de- 
cide what it was that initiated Christian faith.!” 
How significant are the differences in the Gospels 
and those between Paul and the Gospels? It is 
wrong, on the one hand, to deemphasize the prob- 
lems and unfair, on the other hand, to spend so 
much time on them that the common elements in 
the stories are lost. There is a common message in 
each of the surviving traditions that should not be 
over-looked. Still, there are problems of consider- 
able importance, for example, the nature of the res- 
urrection appearances and their location. Neverthe- 
less, the basic assertion in the Easter traditions is 
the aliveness of Jesus after his crucifixion, the sig- 
nificance of which is considerable for all who place 
their trust in him. To what extent, however, is the 
credibility of the resurrection of Jesus in doubt if 
some of the details of this event cannot be harmo- 
nized? Is there a way to explain the difficulties in 
the sources that makes more credible the message 
they proclaim? Is it possible to know what actually 
happened in the resurrection of Jesus? The follow- 
ing is an attempt to deal fairly with the narratives 
without forcing them into a brittle and unrealistic 
harmony. 


4. THE EMPTY-TOMB TRADITION 


It is quite common among scholars to point to 
the various problems in the empty-tomb tradition 
as evidence that the story is a later addition to the 
resurrection narratives in the development of the 
Gospel tradition. To some extent they are correct, 
but it does not follow that the tradition is a com- 
plete fabrication, as some argue. In this section we 
will discuss some of the more serious discrepancies 
in the narratives, and simply list some of the oth- 
ers. Then we will focus on some of the consisten- 
cies in the empty-tomb narratives (see table 6-1). 


A. The Time of the Discovery 


Although all four Gospels indicate that the day 
of the women’s (or Mary’s) discovery was early on 
the first day of the week, the specific time seems to 
vary in the accounts. In Mark 16:2 the discovery 
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came “when the sun had risen”; in John 20:1 
“while it was still dark”; in Matt 28:1 “as the first 
day of the week was dawning”; and in Luke 24:1 
“at early dawn.” There is an obvious difference be- 
tween Mark and John (“the sun had risen” vs. 
“while it was still dark”), but Matthew and Luke 
are quite similar. It also appears that Matthew and 
Luke are here closer to John than to Mark, though 
Matthew and Luke could be made to agree with ei- 
ther John or Mark. 

Lilly offers two explanations for the difference 
between Mark and John, 8 First, he says it is pos- 
sible that while the women were on their way to 
the tomb, they needed to purchase the spices. Mary 
Magdalene left this task to the other women and 
went to the tomb by herself, and the others came 
later, “when the sun had risen,” to join her. His 
second explanation is derived from a possible trans- 
lation of épyeta mpwl oxotias Ett ovang (erchetai 
proi skotias eti ousés) in John 20:1. If Mary “is on 
her way before daylight,” then, according to Lilly, 
the emphasis is on the beginning of the journey to 
the tomb, while it was still dark. Lilly’s first expla- 
nation, however, is foreign to Mark, who writes 
that the women went (3d per. pl. Epxovtat, erchontai, 
here “they went”) to the tomb when the sun had 
risen. Mark makes no room for a separation or 
parting of the women. Lilly’s second explanation, 
which emphasizes the present tense of Epyovtat 
(John 20:1), fails to consider that such a literalistic 
translation, even if possible in this context, would 
demand that he translate the €pyovtat in Mark 
16:2 with the same present force.!? If this were 
done, the women in Mark would begin their trip 
“when the sun had risen” and Mary in John would 
begin her journey “while it was still dark.” Such 
explanations are not convincing; they do not seem 
to make a coherent explanation of the differences 
or allow them to stand in the text. 

Jeremias has argued that in Mark, when two 
references to time are given and one of the refer- 
ences appears to be unnecessary, there seems to be 
a tendency for the latter to explain the former. 
Thus, in Mark 16:2, “very early” (Atav mpat, lian 
proi) could be before the sun had risen or even af- 
terwards, but here “when the sun had risen” is in- 
tended, according to Jeremias, to clarify the “very 
early.”“° If this is correct, Hebert’s theological ex- 
planation that “very early” refers to the time but 
“when the sun had risen” refers to Jesus himself is 
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even less plausible than it is fanciful.2) Brown sug- 
gests that the “darkness” is appropriate for John’s 
theological emphasis because the empty tomb 
meant to Mary that someone had stolen the body 
of Jesus.?2 Although John frequently uses signs or 
themes in his Gospel to point to the significance of 
the work of Christ, it has not been argued convinc- 
ingly that John had anything in mind other than 
the time element, namely, that the women came to 
the tomb “while it was still dark.” John’s frequent 


use of the terms “light” (és, phds) in reference to 
Christ (e.g., 8:12; 9:5; 12:35) and “darkness” 
(oxotta, skotia) in contrast to the “light” (e.g., 1:5; 
3:19; 12:35, where “darkness” is a reference to un- 
righteousness or evil) bears no parallel to his use of 
the terms in 20:1. 

There appears to be no way to reconcile the 
time of the discovery of the empty tomb in John 
and Mark. All of the evangelists are agreed, how- 
ever, that it took place early in the morning on the 


TABLE 6-1 
THE EMPTY-TOMB STORY 
Time of the visit First day of the week at_| Very early on the first First day of the week at | Early on the first day of 


day of the week when first dawn 


the sun has risen 


growing light 


Those.who come to 
the tomb 


Mary Magdalene and 
the other Mary 


Mary Magdalene, Mary 
the mother of James, 
and Salome 


Mary Magdalene, Mary 
the mother of James, 
Joanna, and others 


Then Peter comes but 
does not understand 
what took place (v. 12). 


They have aromatic oils 
from Friday and bring 
them along 


They bring aromatic oils 
to anoint the body 


Women come to see 
the tomb 


Purpose in‘coming 


Stone is already rolled 
back; two men stand 
inside 


Visual phenomena Earthquake; an angel of 
the Lord descends, 

rolls back stone, and 
sits on the stone 


outside 


Stone is already rolled 
back; a youth sits in- 
side on the right 


Youth: Not to fear. 
Jesus is not here. He is 
raised. Tell disciples 
that he is going to Gali- 
Jee. There you will see 
him 


Conversation at the 
tomb 


Men: Why do you seek 
living among the dead? 
Jesus is not here. He is 
raised. As he told you 

while still in Galilee 


Angel: Do not fear. 
Jesus is not here. He is 
taised. Tell disciples 
that he is going to Gali- 
lee. There you will see 
him 


the week while still dark 


Mary Magdalene 
comes but goes away 
confused (but note the 
“we” in v. 2) 


Then Peter and the 
other disciple come. 
The other disciple sees 
and believes, but not 
Peter 


No word on the pur- 
pose of the visit 


Stone is already rolled 
away; two angels are 
Sitting inside 


Angels to Mary (later): 
Why do you weep? 
Mary: They took my 
Lord away. Jesus, not 
the angels, then gives 
Mary a message for the 
disciples: | am ascend- 
ing to my Father 


first day of the week, that is, Sunday. Both Mark 
and John use the term mpwt (prdi), which means 
“early,” though it is not definite how early. Luke’s 
d6p8pov Badéws (orthrou batheds) in 24:1 means 
simply “at early dawn,” and Matthew’s owé .. . 
ooPBatuv (opse... sabbaton, “after the sabbath”) in 
28:1 is a difficult expression because of the repeti- 
tion of caBBétwv in v. 1. The second caBBdatowv re- 
fers to the “first day of the week,” literally “first 
(day) of the sabbath,” but it is unlikely that the 
words Tf) Exrdwokovon eis plav oaBBatwv RAGev 
(té epiphdskousé eis mian sabbaton élthen, “at the 
dawn of the first day of the sabbath she came”) 
means “late on the sabbath,” especially because of 
Emtdwokovon (the “break of dawn,” “nearing of 
dawn”). It is more likely that Matthew, like the 
other evangelists, is simply saying that the discov- 
ery took place early on the first day of the week 
near dawn. 


B. The Number and Names of the 
Women 


A simple reading of the four Gospels shows. 


that the evangelists disagree on who came to the 
empty tomb on the first Easter morning. Mark 
16:1 says that the three women who made the 
journey to the tomb were Mary Magdalene, Mary 
the mother of James, and Salome. Matthew 28:1, 
however, mentions only Mary Magdalene and 
“the other Mary,” while Luke 24:10 says that it 
was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother 
of James, and “the other women with them.” Per- 
haps Luke wanted to include the women who 
came with Jesus from Galilee and who are men- 
tioned earlier in the passion account at 23:55. 
John 20:1 mentions Mary Magdalene; while there 
is no direct mention of any other women present, 
Lilly has used the first person plural “we” of the 
verb olSapev (oidamen, “we know”) in v. 2 to try 
to bring John into line with the other evange- 
lists.?? Jeremias, on the other hand, claims that 
the first person plural of v. 2 is simply the influ- 
ence of Galilean Aramaic, in which the substitu- 
tion of “we know” for “I know” (ol8a [oida]) 
would be idiomatic. He points to the return to the 
singular ol 8a in v. 13 as support for this view. He 
also claims that the presence of oiSapev could be 
the result of a synoptic influence on John.?* 
Bultmann calls John 20:2 an “editorial connec- 
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tive” for the purpose of joining vv. 1, 11ff. with 
vv. 3-10 and agrees with Jeremias that the “we” 
of v. 2 is a Semitic way of speaking and not a gen- 
uine plural.?> Brown disagrees with both Bultmann 
and Jeremias here because, according to him, 
they do not explain adequately the switch back 
to olSa in v. 13. If “we” was used for the first per- 
son singular, he asks, why go back to the singu- 
lar? Brown believes it is probable that the “we” of 
John 20:2 is a reference to the other women who 
were present with Mary at the tomb.”° Eduard 
Schweizer says that the church’s tendency to ex- 
pand its traditions leads him to the conclusion 
that John’s empty-tomb story is the earliest such 
tradition, because Mary Magdalene alone is com- 
mon to all of the evangelists and she alone, ac- 
cording to John, was at the tomb first. He adds, 
however, that if this story were a late fabrication 
included to prove the reality of the resurrection 
of the body, as many have suggested, then it 
would probably have included more witnesses 
who could “testify” to that fact. He also thinks it 
unlikely that Jesus’ resurrection could have been 
preached in Jerusalem if anyone knew of a tomb 
containing the body of Jesus.7” 

At any rate, John clearly wished to highlight 
only Mary Magdalene in his empty-tomb story. If 
there were other women present, John only pays a 
passing reference to them (oiSapev). It is uncertain 
why Matthew, who drew upon Mark, omitted 
Salome from his list of women. It is also puzzling 
that all three of the synoptic accounts mention two 
Marys, Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of 
James (or the “other Mary,” Matt 28:1), while only 
Mark mentions “Salome” (16:1) and only Luke 
mentions “Joanna” (24:10). The “other women 
with them” in Luke may be parallel to John’s “we” 
(20:2), but this is uncertain. If Schweizer’s view on 
the early church's tendency for expansion is cor- 
rect and the original story in John, with only Mary 
being present at the tomb, was expanded by Mark’s 
addition of Mary the mother of James and Salome, 
then we must ask why Matthew, who had Mark’s 
Gospel available to him, reduced the number of 
women coming to the tomb to Mary Magdalene 
and “the other Mary” (28:1). 

There appear to be only two solutions. Either 
we admit with Schweizer and others that only 
Mary Magdalene was present at the tomb on the 
first Easter and the Synoptic Gospels expanded this 
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tradition to fit their own apologetic needs, that is, 
to have more witnesses to the event of the resurrec- 
tion. Or we admit that several other women besides 
Mary Magdalene were present and each evangelist 
took the freedom to mention the name or names he 
wanted, either out of loyalty to a particular tradi- 
tion or from personal preference. But in either case, 
it is doubtful that the women would have been 
called upon for apologetic purposes, since in an- 
cient times the supporting testimony of women 
would certainly have been suspect in such an im- 
portant matter.”® It is possible that the synoptic 
tradition, which includes several women coming to 
the tomb, is the correct one but that Mary Magda- 
lene was the leading figure among them and was 
therefore given priority in the Synoptics and sole 
recognition in John. 

Whatever the solution, it is clear in the Gospel 
tradition that the tomb in which Jesus was buried 
was discovered empty on the first day, not by the 
Twelve but by the women who accompanied Jesus 
from Galilee. The women, or Mary Magdalene, were 
the first to report that the tomb was empty, and 
this was then confirmed by the disciples (Peter in 
Luke 24:12; Peter and the “beloved disciple” in 
John 20:2-10). 

Bultmann has argued that the discrepancies in 
the empty-tomb stories, especially in the Gospel of 
Mark, on which the other evangelists depend, point 
to the lateness of the tradition. He cites as further 
evidence the cumbersome repetition of the women’s 
names in Mark 16:1 from 15:40, 47.7? This repeti- 
tion, however, does not necessarily indicate the in- 
troduction of a new or secondary tradition into 
Mark’s Gospel. In 15:40 the women accompanying 
Mary Magdalene are Mary, the mother of James 
the younger and of Joses, and Salome. In 15:47 
only Mary Magdalene and Mary, the mother of 
Joses, see the burial. In 16:1, however, all three of 
the women (see 15:40) go to anoint Jesus’ body, 
rather than just the two women who saw Jesus 
buried the Friday before. That Mary the mother of 
James and Joses is mentioned as only the mother of 
Joses in 15:47 but only of James in 16:1 probably 
should not be a cause for concern, since it is clear 
from 15:40 that the same Mary is in mind in both 
places. Perhaps the names are reintroduced in 16:1 
because Salome, who did not see the burial (15:47), 
joined the two Marys for the subsequent anointing 
and Mark simply wanted to express her devotion 


along with that of the other two women. This ad- 
mittedly rather rigid following of the text may open 
up possibilities for understanding the duplication of 
names. 


C. The Problem of Opening the Tomb 


Bultmann argues that the secondary nature of 
the empty-tomb tradition in Mark 16:1-8, on which 
the other evangelists rely, can be seen in the failure 
of the women to consider ahead of time how they 
would open the tomb (16:3). It is only in Mark 
16:3 that the women worry about opening the 
tomb to anoint the body of Jesus. Matthew, for ex- 
ample, says only that the women went to see the 
sepulcher where Jesus was placed; there is no men- 
tion of spices (28:1). Luke states simply that the 
women brought spices to the tomb, and they found 
the stone rolled away from before it (24:2). John, 
like Matthew and Luke, has no mention of the diffi- 
culty of moving the stone. C. F. Evans, noting this, 
claims that according to Matthew the women 
knew of the sealing of the tomb and therefore only 
came to visit the tomb, not to anoint the body.7! 

This problem does not appear so great, since 
both Mark 15:46 and Matt 27:60 indicate that Jo- 
seph of Arimathea himself closed the tomb by roll- 
ing the stone against it. To this should be added the 
fact that since one man closed the tomb, it would 
be possible for one man to have opened it, and 
probably also two or more women. When Jesus ap- 
pears to Mary in John 20:15, she supposes him to be 
a gardener. Is it possible that there would have 
been someone in the vicinity of the tomb upon 
whom the women could have prevailed to open the 
tomb? It may well be that the anxious hope of the 
women was strong enough that they began their 
journey to the tomb thinking they would find 
someone to open it for them. Also, these women 
were from Galilee (Luke 23:55), not from Jerusalem. 
They therefore probably had few friends in Jerusa- 
lem upon whom they could call for help, other 
than the disciples who had fled, abandoning Jesus 
in his hour of trial. In such circumstances, prob- 
ably the only chance of receiving help would have 
been from someone in the neighborhood of the 
tomb itself, from either a gardener or someone else 
in that area. Mark 16:3 seems to allow for this 
possibility. 


D. The Opening of the Tomb 


Mark 16:4 says that the tombstone was already 
rolled back when the women arrived. This is fol- 
lowed by Luke, who says that the women “found 
the stone rolled away from the tomb” (24:2), and 
John, who claims that Mary “saw that the stone 
had been removed from the tomb” (20:1). Unlike 
these three reports, which claim that the tomb was 
already opened when the women arrived, Matthew 
says that the women and the guards (28:4) saw an 
“angel of the Lord” descend from heaven and roll 
back the stone (28:2). He adds that “a great earth- 
quake” (28:2) preceded the event. How can such 
differences between Matthew and the other evan- 
gelists be reconciled? Perhaps Matthew’s descrip- 
tion of the opening of the tomb was his attempt to 
support the testimony to the resurrection of Jesus 
by including the guards as witnesses, thereby 
strengthening the women’s testimony. Undoubt- 
edly Matthew also points to the significance of Je- 
sus’ resurrection through the story of the earth- 
quake and the angel of the Lord descending. 
Apologetical and theological motives seem to influ- 
ence Matthew’s account, especially when he dis- 
pels the Jewish polemic against the resurrection of 
Jesus (28:4, 11-15). Perhaps the key to understand- 
ing Matthew's intentions is found in his reference 
to the “great earthquake.” In the OT, an earth- 
quake was a mark of Yahweh’s presence for revela- 
tion (Exod 19:18), but it could also be one of de- 
structive judgment (Isa 29:6). Elsewhere in Mat- 
thew earthquakes are among the catastrophic 
phenomena of the last days (Matt 24:7). It is there- 
fore possible that the earthquake in the tomb story 
was intended by Matthew to emphasize the revela- 
tory and apocalyptic nature of this event. The de- 
scription of the angel of the Lord (28:2-3) and the 
results of his activity (v. 4) are, aside from the 
earthquake, almost direct parallels to Dan 10:5-7, 
as we see in the “appearance like lightning” (v. 3; 
cf. Dan 10:6), the fear of those present (v. 4; cf. Dan 
10:7), and the admonition not to fear (v. 5; cf. Dan 
10:12). Daniel 10:2-21 is clearly an apocalyptic pas- 
sage speaking about the approaching activity of 
Yahweh. At the death of Jesus all of the synoptic 
evangelists record accompanying physical, miracu- 
lous phenomena. All three mention the tearing of 
the temple curtain (Mark 15:38; Matt 27:51; Luke 
23:45), but along with this Matthew adds an earth- 
quake (27:51, 54) and an unusual story of the res- 
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urrection of the bodies of many saints, who went 
walking through the streets of Jerusalem (vv. 52-53). 
Matthew probably intended these phenomena to 
indicate that an eschatological event was taking 
place in which one was viewing the dawn of a new 
age. Notice that Matt 24:7, Mark 13:8, and Luke 
21:11 all mention earthquakes in the last days be- 
fore God’s coming judgment and kingdom. Jeremias 
points out that the passage in Matt 28:18-20 is not 
unlike Dan 7:13-15, which also speaks of the king- 
dom and dominion of the Son of Man. He con- 
cludes from Matt 28:18 that Matthew means that 
the view “that the Son of man would one day be 
enthroned as ruler of the world was fulfilled in the 
resurrection.”°2 

Matthew does not appear to set forth supernat- 
ural phenomena primarily for apologetic purposes; 
rather, he is trying to point to the significance of 
the events he is describing: in the death and resur- 
rection of Jesus a new age has begun. This under- 
standing of the dawning of a new age dominates 
both Matthew’s empty-tomb story and his appear- 
ance stories. 


E. The Women Entering the Tomb 


All of the Synoptic Gospels suggest that the 
women entered the tomb when they saw that it 
was open (Mark 16:4; Luke 24:3; by implication 
Matt 28:6, in which the women are invited to 
“Come, see where he lay”). John, however, states 
that Mary Magdalene saw that the stone had been 
rolled away and then ran to tell Peter and the 
“other disciple” (presumably John) that the body 
was missing (20:2). She only sees the stone rolled 
away yet tells the disciples that the body had been 
taken. Not until v. 11 does Mary stoop to look into 
the tomb, after Peter and the “other disciple” 
have entered (vv. 3-10). Bultmann believes that 
John 20:2 is simply a connective joining two differ- 
ent stories. According to him, the story of Mary 
goes from v. 1 to v. 11, with another story about 
Peter and the “other disciple” sandwiched in the 
middle.? 

The difference between John and the Synoptics 
here may well lie in John’s concern to preserve the 
priority of Peter in his narrative. He thus prevents 
Mary from entering the tomb until after Peter had 
done so. This is supported by the unusual wait- 
ing of the “beloved disciple” until after Peter had 
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entered the tomb (John 20:5, 8). On the other hand, 
John, without expressly stating so, could have as- 
sumed that Mary entered the tomb at her first visit; 
otherwise Mary’s comment about the missing body 
(v. 2) is difficult to follow. How would she know 
without entering? But, it may be asked, if she went 
in or had even stopped to look in at her first visit to 
the tomb (v. 1), why did she not see the grave 
clothes (vv. 6-7)? There may be several motives for 
the form of this story in John, for example, to affirm 
the priority of Peter, to sew together two rather dis- 
tinct traditions, and to stress the special nature of 
the resurrection itself (see vv. 24-27). 

Again, why did Mary not see the grave clothes, 
which had earlier impressed the “other disciple” 
(vv. 6-8), when she looked into the tomb in v. 11? 
She saw only the angels, who failed to communi- 
cate anything significant to her. It may be correct 
to see two different empty-tomb stories in John 
20:1-18. It may also be possible to clarify the many 
difficulties in this passage by recognizing the 
rough, composite nature of this section of John’s 
resurrection narrative. Brown lists the elements in 
John’s account that point to its awkwardness: (1) 
Mary comes to the tomb alone in v. 1 but speaks as 
“we” in v. 2; (2) she states that the body was stolen 
(v. 2) but fails to look into the tomb until v. 11; (3) 
frequent duplication occurs in the story about 
Peter and the beloved disciple—for example, two 
“to” phrases in v. 2 and a repetition in what was 
seen in v. 5 and v. 6; (4) the belief of the beloved 
disciple has no effect on Mary or anyone else (v. 
19); (5) it is not clear how or when Mary returns to 
the tomb in v. 11; (6) it is not clear why Mary sees 
angels but not the grave clothes in v. 12; (7) in v. 13 
the message of the angels reveals nothing about 
the fate of Jesus (or anything else, for that matter); 
(8) Mary is said to have turned to Jesus two times 
(vv. 14, 16).34 


F. The Angels in the Empty-Tomb 
Stories 


There are several differences among the four 
evangelists about the angels attending the empty 
tomb. First, how many angels were there? Mark 
mentions only one individual, a young man in a 
white robe.*> Matthew 28:2 here agrees with Mark, 
but Luke 24:4 indicates that two men “in dazzling 
apparel” appeared to the women. John 20:12 is 


again in agreement with Luke at this point. Why is 
there a difference between Mark and Matthew, on 
the one hand, and Luke and John, on the other, 
about the number of attending angels? The identi- 
cal words, literally “Behold two men,” are found in 
Luke’s stories of the transfiguration (Luke 9:30) 
and the empty tomb (but not in Mark 9:4), and two 
angels are also found in the ascension story of Acts 
1:10. Could it be that Luke is trying to connect 
Moses and Elijah (9:30) with these three events, the 
transfiguration, the resurrection, and the ascen- 
sion, as van Daalen suggests? Or is this use of the 
number two an indication of a common tradition 
behind Luke and John (see John 20:12)? As we have 
seen before, such parallels between Luke and John 
are not necessarily insignificant. Another interest- 
ing parallel is that in each of these references in 
Luke the two men stood by: in Luke 9:32 they 
“stood with” Jesus (perfect participle of ovviotnut, 
sunistémi), in Luke 24:4 they “stood beside” the 
women (aorist of €ptotnpt, ephistémi), and in Acts 
1:10 they “stood by” the apostles (pluperfect of 
TaploTHUL, paristémi). Such similarities may not be 
easily dismissed as unintentional or insignificant 
trivia. 

Another explanation for the differences in the 
number of angels at the tomb is that Luke usually 
has two witnesses to confirm major events—for 
example, Simeon and Anna praising God for the 
birth of Jesus (2:25-38), Herod and Pilate attesting 
to the innocence of Jesus (23:1-25), two men ob- 
serving the transfiguration (9:30—-34), the disciples 
sent out two by two (10:1), two men attending the 
empty tomb (24:4), two men walking on the road 
to Emmaus (24:13-32), etc. Elsewhere Luke uses 
numbers to make a significant point beyond the 
number itself. For example, he uses the number 
forty in Luke 4:2 and Acts 1:3; these easily parallel 
the same number in several other OT texts where 
Yahweh is active (Noah’s flood, the giving of the 
law, Moses at Sinai, the wilderness wanderings, Eli- 
jah at Mt. Horeb). The number two is one of the 
most commonly used numbers in the Gospels 
and, along with seven, one of the most popular in 
the NT. Luke-Acts employs it more than any 
other books in the NT, although it is common in 
the other Gospels. It is difficult to find a consis- 
tent use for the number, but we frequently find it 
in Jesus’ parables or in stories where Jesus makes 
pronouncements. 


Lillie may be correct when he suggests that 
originally only one angel was mentioned and that 
Luke and John, perhaps following a tradition also 
found in the later Christian document Ascension of 
Isaiah, where two angels (Michael and “the angel 
of the Holy Spirit”) are identified at the tomb of 
Jesus, may have introduced the second angel be- 
cause the Jews were accustomed to the idea of an- 
gels participating in a resurrection.” 

Whether special significance is to be attached 
to the number two in the empty-tomb narratives, 
and what that significance might be, are not clear, 
but the above possibilities show the direction in 
which one might pursue the question. The fre- 
quency of the number two in Luke may be an indi- 
cation of intended theological significance that is not 
part of Mark’s and Matthew’s orientation. Both Luke 
and John mention two angels, Luke attributing to 
them an interpretive role, while John mentions them 
but does not give them an essential role in the 
empty-tomb story other than that they may indicate 
the significance of the resurrection by their presence. 

A second difference in the empty-tomb stories 
is Mary’s lack of amazement or fear when she en- 
counters the angels in John 20:12-13. In Matt 28:5, 
fear and joy are mentioned; in Mark 16:6, 8, amaze- 
ment and fear; and in Luke 24:5, fear. Evidently 
John is willing to subdue the role of the angels in 
his story, but their presence in his source or 
sources was probably too pronounced for him to 
dismiss them altogether. For John, they simply oc- 
casion Mary’s encounter with the risen Lord. At 
any rate, Luke and John may both depend upon a 
common tradition for their information on the 
number of angels present at the tomb, as they also 
may have for other elements of their passion and 
resurrection narratives, especially in the location of 
the appearances (see below). 

Third, there is the difference in the location of 
the angels. Mark’s angel was inside, evidently sit- 
ting on “the right side” of where Jesus’ body was 
placed (16:5). Matthew's angel descended from 
heaven, rolled back the stone from before the tomb, 
and sat down outside, on the stone (28:2). Luke’s an- 
gels were inside and standing (24:4), but John’s an- 
gels were inside sitting “where the body of Jesus had 
been lying, one at the head and the other at the 
feet” (20:12). 

Fourth, the initial comments of the angels have 
interesting parallels. In Mark 16:6 the angel tells 


Chapter 6 / The Story of Jesus, PartB 189 


the women, “Do not be alarmed; you are looking 
for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified.” Matthew 
28:5 is similar: “Do not be afraid; I know that you 
are looking for Jesus who was crucified.” The an- 
gels in Luke 24:5, on the other hand, say nothing 
to dispel the fear of the women but ask, “Why do 
you look for the living among the dead?” The an- 
gels in John 20:13 simply ask Mary, who believed 
the body was stolen, “Woman, why are you weep- 
ing?”—the question about seeking Jesus, unlike in 
the Synoptic Gospels, being left for Jesus himself to 
ask. In John 20:15, Jesus combines the angels’ 
question with one similar to the angelic statement 
in the Synoptics and asks, “Woman, why are you 
weeping? Whom are you looking for?” Only in 
John does the initial revelation about the emptiness 
of the tomb come from Jesus himself; in the Synop- 
tics the angel or angels give the message that Jesus 
is risen: “He has been raised; he is not here” (Mark 
16:6); “He is not here; for he has been raised, as he 
said” (Matt 28:6); “He is not here, but has risen” 
(Luke 24:5). 

Fifth, the additional message of the angels 
shows several interesting discrepancies. In Mark 
16:6, the angel invites the women to look at the lo- 
cation where Jesus was placed. In Matt 28:6, the 
angel invites the women, “Come, see the place 
where he lay,” indicating that they had not yet en- 
tered the tomb. Mark’s angel then tells the women 
to tell the disciples and Peter that “he is going 
ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just 
as he told you” (16:7). Matthew’s version of the an- 
gelic command is somewhat more expanded than 
Mark’s. His angel tells the women to tell the dis- 
ciples, “He has been raised from the dead, and in- 
deed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you 
will see him. This is my message for you” (28:7). 
Matthew has strangely omitted Peter from the an- 
gelic command, added the statement that Jesus had 
been raised from the dead, and changed Mark’s “as 
he has told you” to “This is my message for you.” 
Luke’s angels do not give a command to go to Gali- 
lee or even to tell the disciples, but call instead 
upon the women to remember Jesus’ words “while 
he was still in Galilee” (24:6) concerning his cruci- 
fixion and subsequent resurrection “on the third 
day” (24:7; cf. 1 Cor 15:4). The differences here may 
be due in part to the theological motivation of Luke 
to make Jerusalem the center of the new Christian 
missionary endeavors of the church. This will be 


190 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


discussed later when we look at the problem of the 
location of the appearances. John likewise does not 
tell of any command to go to Galilee but, rather, re- 
ports that Jesus, after telling Mary about his ascen- 
sion, commands her to report his ascension to the 
disciples (20:17). , 

The problems concerning the angels at the 
tomb seem trivial but, when taken together, sug- 
gest possible confusion in the traditions employed 
by the evangelists or even a lack of attention to de- 
tails. Perhaps there are theological emphases that 
are not altogether clear to modern interpreters. 
What, then, can be made of such discrepancies? 
What in fact did the angels say? What was each 
writer trying to convey when he introduced the 
angel or angels? Matthew evidently wanted to 
point to the eschatological nature of the events he 
was trying to describe, namely, that the future had 
just broken into the present through the death and 
resurrection of Jesus. Mark and Luke employ the 
angel or angels to interpret the significance of the 
empty tomb to the women. John, however, may be 
the key to understanding all of the passages. He ev- 
idently uses the angels to show the importance of 
the resurrection of Jesus, though strangely Mary 
does not understand this until Jesus speaks to her. 
In John the angels do not advance the message of 
the risen Lord as they do in the other Gospels. It is 
likely that the angels in his empty-tomb tradition 
are intended to point to the significance of the res- 
urrection itself. Perhaps no angels were present in 
the earliest form of the empty-tomb traditions but 
were later employed by the evangelists to heighten 
the significance of the resurrection of Jesus, or at 
least the empty tomb. The presence of the angels in 
all four Gospels does have multiple and varied at- 
testation in the tradition, but the differences in the 
narratives suggest that they are a late addition, 
employed for apologetic or theological purposes. 


G. The Response of the Women to the 
Angelic Message 


In the Synoptic Gospels, the response to the an- 
gelic presence is varied. In Mark 16:8 the women 
flee from the tomb and say “nothing to anyone, for 
they were afraid.”>° Matthew, however, says that 
the women departed from the tomb “with fear and 
great joy, and ran to tell his disciples” (28:8). Luke 
says nothing about the joy of the women but states 


almost blandly that after the women were told of 
the meaning of the empty tomb, they “remembered 
his [Jesus’] words, and returning from the tomb, 
they told all this to the eleven and to all the rest” 
(24:8-9). Luke 24:10 almost seems like a second 
thought by Luke to remember all of the women 
who were at the tomb. It is difficult to know 
whether this was Luke’s attempt to make his Gos- 
pel correspond to the other evangelists, especially 
since he adds “the other women with them” to 
show that others were present at the tomb. Luke 
obviously feels free to depart from the Markan tra- 
dition, if in fact he was even acquainted with this 
part of it, and adds some of the names of the 
women from Galilee (23:55). Perhaps it is also sig- 
nificant that Luke introduces the title “apostle” 
here in his Easter story (24:10), a term that has spe- 
cial importance in the second half of Luke—Acts. 


H. The Response of the Disciples to the 
Message of the Women 


Mark says nothing of the disciples’ response to 
the message of the women, since his Gospel ends so 
abruptly, but Matthew tells us that the women 
went to tell the disciples (28:11) and that the dis- 
ciples responded to their message by going to Gali- 
lee (28:16). Matthew intends for his readers to un- 
derstand that the disciples believed the women and 
went back to Galilee. Luke, however, says that the 
apostles did not accept the women’s report because 
“these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they 
did not believe them” (24:11). Even Peter in 24:12 
visits the tomb and leaves with questions in his 
mind, not faith. Matthew does not show any lack of 
belief in the women’s report, even though some 
doubted after they had seen Jesus (28:17), but Luke 
reserves faith for a subsequent time when Jesus ap- 
pears to the disciples and breaks bread with them 
(24:30-34). John says nothing about the disciples’ 
response to Mary’s report of Jesus’ appearance to 
her (20:18). He only mentions the response of the two 
disciples to the report about the empty tomb when 
they went to investigate for themselves (20:2-10). 


I. The Grave Clothes 


In John 20:3-10, upon receiving news from 
Mary Magdalene that “they have taken the Lord 
out of the tomb” (v. 2), Peter and the beloved dis- 


ciple ran to the tomb to check her report. Verses 4 
and 5 state that both disciples ran toward the tomb 
but that the “other disciple” reached the tomb first 
and, looking inside without entering, saw the 
grave clothes (“linen wrappings”). Peter came and, 
entering the tomb, saw the clothes lying in their 
(evidently) peculiar place. The “other disciple” 
then entered the tomb and responded with faith 
to what he saw. Note the conceptual parallel be- 
tween “he saw” and “[he] believed” (cf. 20:29). The 
faith of the beloved disciple here does not fit with 
the statement in v. 9, “for as yet they did not un- 
derstand the Scripture, that he must rise from the 
dead.” 

If faith was reached at the tomb by the other 
disciple, why is it that this faith was not shared 
with Mary, who is left standing at the entrance of 
the tomb weeping (v. 11), or, for that matter, with 
the rest of the disciples (vv. 19-23)? It is important 
here to refer to the similar passage in Luke 24:12. 
Bultmann argues that the faith expressed in John 
20:8 refers to both disciples. He reasons that if the 
writer intended only one of the disciples to come to 
faith, then the two disciples would have been set 
over against one another and it would have been 
expressly stated that Peter had not believed.*? But 
was this distinction not precisely what the writer 
was trying to make? 

Luke does not mention the other disciple ac- 
companying Peter to the tomb, but he does say 
that Peter saw the grave clothes lying by them- 
selves, “then he went home, amazed at what had 
happened” (24:12). Since Luke’s account says that 
there was only Peter and that only confusion or 
wondering resulted from this visit, John’s story is at 
odds with Luke's only in his mentioning of the 
other disciple and in that disciple’s coming to faith. 
If Luke’s version of the story is correct and if the 
story of the beloved disciple was intended by John 
to show what the ideal disciple of Jesus ought to be 
like, then the conflict in John’s story between be- 
lieving (John 20:8) and not mentioning it to Mary 
(v. 11) or the other disciples (vv. 19ff.) is under- 
standable. Indeed, if the act of believing by the 
other disciple is not original to the tradition in John 
about the grave clothes (common to both Luke and 
John), then “for as yet they did not understand” 
(ovdérw yap TSetoav, oudepd gar édeisan) (v. 9) be- 
comes more intelligible (and also more in harmony 
with Luke). If this is so, then the reason the beloved 
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disciple did not share his faith with the other dis- 
ciples (vv. 19ff.) becomes obvious: in the original 
story no one believed when they saw the grave 
clothes. The failure of the two disciples to under- 
stand at this point (ovSénw, “not yet”) the Scrip- 
ture about the resurrection of Jesus would, then, be 
somewhat parallel to the conclusion of Luke’s ver- 
sion of the same story (“amazed at what had hap- 
pened,” pds Eavtdv BavudCwv TO yeyovds, pros 
heauton thaumazon to gegonos, Luke 24:12),%° If this 
suggestion is correct, then John's narrative would 
be more consistent with itself as well as with the 
Lukan tradition. 

If the above suggestion is correct, it raises the 
question why John would insert the story of the 
ideal or beloved disciple into his narrative. It ap- 
pears as though he was trying to shape a well- 
known tradition—the story of the grave clothes— 
into a vehicle for expressing what the other Gospels 
express through the angels, namely, the interpreta- 
tion of the empty tomb. But if this is so, there is still 
the puzzle why Peter and Mary did not come to the 
same conclusion as did the beloved disciple. Brown 
argues that John tried to introduce here not only 
the significance of the empty tomb but also a lov- 
ing relation to Jesus that Peter did not have. He be- 
lieves that John was not necessarily trying to detract 
from Peter but was, rather, trying to build up the 
image of the beloved disciple. He also discredits the 
view that John was trying to point to the blessed- 
ness of the beloved disciple because he believed 
without seeing (contrast John 20:29). He agrees 
with Cullmann that, because the beloved disciple 
“saw and believed” (v. 8), he could not have been 
one of those in v. 29 who had not seen and yet be- 
lieved. Brown contends that John was making a 
special hero of the beloved disciple, who was 
closely connected to Jesus. He concludes that the 
writer of John used the story of the race to the 
tomb to show that the other disciple was bound 
closest to Jesus in love and was the “quickest to 
look for him and the first to believe in him.”*! 
John’s interpretation of the empty tomb and his 
pointing to the faith of the beloved disciple are 
probably later additions to the tradition, seen more 
clearly in Luke 24:12, about the grave clothes. 

Luke 24:24’s reference to “some of those who 
were with us” going to the tomb stands in opposi- 
tion to the implication from 24:12 that only Peter 
went to the tomb. This may be resolved if Luke’s 
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point in the text was to emphasize the priority of 
Peter (cf. 24:34) and his intention was not neces- 
sarily to rule out the possibility of others being 
present at the tomb. It is also quite possible that, in 
Luke 24:12, another disciple may have been with 
Peter on his visit to the tomb and perhaps even 
more than two, as Luke 24:24 suggests. Reiser 
claims that Luke 24:12 and 24 depend on an earlier 
form of the Johannine tradition of the disciples at 
the tomb and says that it is possible Luke knew of 
Peter’s visit to the tomb and also of the accompa- 
nying beloved disciple but “would not have consid- 
ered him worth mentioning for it would not have 
suited his purpose.”4? 

The double witness to the grave clothes sug- 
gests that a common early tradition about this 
story was available both to Luke and to John. John 
introduces a new element into the story, the faith 
of the beloved disciple, in order to express both the 
meaning of the empty tomb and the exalted status 
of the beloved disciple. If the beloved disciple’s act 
of believing is deleted from the passage, there will 
be fewer problems in understanding the continuing 
sorrow of Mary (v. 11) and the failure of the be- 
loved disciple to tell the other disciples of his 
discovery. 


J. The Guard at the Tomb 


The story of the guard at the tomb in Matt 
27:62-66 and 28:11-15 has been widely acknowl- 
edged as a later apologetic legend in the Gospel tra- 
dition. This is because of the clearly apologetic 
nature of the story, the apocalyptic coloring through- 
out the passage (e.g., the earthquake and the angel 
of the Lord) and the fact that no other Gospel men- 
tions the presence of soldiers at the tomb. The story 
does, however, help to substantiate the authentic- 
ity of the empty tomb itself. Fuller, agreeing with 
Bultmann that the story is an “apologetic legend,” 
nevertheless contends that it helps to establish that 
the Jewish understanding at that time was of resur- 
rection from the dead as bodily. He argues that 
“the use of the Jewish polemic is of considerable 
importance, for it shows that ‘resurrection’ to the 
Jewish mind naturally suggested resurrection from 
the grave. It was to the Christian kerygma that 
Christ ‘had been raised from the dead’ that they 
[the Jews] replied by the allegation that the empty 
tomb was a fraud.”*? Fuller also believes that this 


story supports the earliest belief of the church con- 
cerning the time of the resurrection of Jesus, that it 
was on the “third day” (1 Cor 15:4) or “after three 
days” (Matt 27:63-64). Although the reference to 
the Jewish authorities’ awareness of Jesus’ predic- 
tion about his resurrection led Evans to endorse 
further the legendary nature of the passage, he 
says that the reference to Jesus having claimed, 
“After three days J shall rise” (Matt 27:63), cannot 
be related to any public statement of Jesus but, 
rather, “reflects again the later Christian preaching 
of the resurrection.”*4 

Marxsen argues that this story contradicts itself 
in at least three places. First, when the guards ex- 
perience the opening of the tomb (Matt 28:2-4), 
they return to tell the chief priest. Why would they 
report to the Jewish authorities if they were Romans? 
Second, he raises the problem of the inner conflict 
in the story of the chief priests telling the guards to 
pass a story on to the people (28:13). Third, 
Marxsen then raises his major question against the 
story: “How can anyone say what happened while 
he was asleep?” Such inner contradictions in the 
story, he concludes, force one to say that the story 
of the guard at the tomb has no basis in fact or at 
least could not have occurred as it is written. On 
the other hand, the objection about the report of 
the guards to the high priests does not pose a prob- 
lem, since in Matt 27:62-66 Pilate offered the guard 
to the chief priests and Pharisees. Why would they 
not report to the Jewish authorities if Pilate had as- 
signed this guard to them? 

The story of the guard at the tomb—regardless 
of its authenticity—appears to set forth two impor- 
tant elements of the early Easter tradition. First, 
both the enemies of the church and the church it- 
self recognized that the tomb of Jesus was empty. 
The only disagreement was on how it got that way. 
Second, the tradition points to the nature of the 
resurrection of Jesus as it was first preached and 
believed in the early Christian communities—that 
it was bodily from the grave. 

Before looking at other consistencies in the 
empty-tomb stories, we note further that the basic 
reliability of the empty-tomb tradition is attested by 
the church’s lack of tampering with the several 
variations in the details of these stories.*° Surely 
these cannot have escaped the attention of the an- 
cient church that received them. 


} 


K. Consistencies in the Empty-Tomb 
Tradition and Their Importance 


Often omitted in discussions about the empty- 
tomb tradition are the important consistencies in 
the traditions and their significance for our under- 
standing of what happened in the Easter event pro- 
claimed in the NT. 

First, all of the evangelists are clear that the 
tomb in which Jesus’ body was placed was empty 
early on the first day of the week and that this was 
testified to by several witnesses. This was witnessed 
first of all by women (this is probably also true of 
John, as can be seen in “we do not know” [ovK 
olSapev], 20:2), in Luke 24:12, 24 and in John 
20:3-9. The empty tomb was also witnessed by two 
of Jesus’ disciples. If Matthew and Mark do not 
claim that the disciples examined the tomb, neither 
do they deny it. If the disciples were in Jerusalem 
when they received the women’s report, it would 
not be extraordinary for them to check the tomb if 
they knew of its whereabouts, especially in view of 
the disturbing report given to them by the women. 
This is speculation, of course, but not unreasonable 
to consider. 

Second, in each of the Gospels there is an an- 
gelic presence at the site of the tomb on Easter 
morning. In all three Synoptic Gospels, the angels 
(or angel) interpret the significance of the tomb by 
saying that Jesus is risen, even though the angels 
in John only ask a question, leaving the explana- 
tion of the significance of the empty tomb to the 
risen Lord himself (John 20:11-18; cf. also Matt 
28:8-10). The message of the angels varies accord- 
ing to each evangelist, but their very presence indi- 
cates that the empty tomb and events surrounding 
it were perceived to have far-reaching, if not escha- 
tological, implications. Angels (or men in white 
robes) are also present at the ascension of Jesus in 
Acts 1:10~11, interpreting what has taken place as 
referring to the return of the risen Lord in triumph. 
The evangelists evidently wanted their readers to 
understand the eschatological significance of the 
events that occurred at the tomb. Perhaps because 
the empty tomb by itself could only lead to wonder 
or doubt, each writer saw the need to interpret the 
significance of the tomb by angelic reports (Mark 
and Luke), the grave clothes (Luke and John), the 
appearance of Jesus (John), or the angelic reports 
and the appearances of Jesus (Matthew), 
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Other scholars have argued differently, how- 
ever. Bode, who does not wish to deal with the 
question of the existence of angels, omits all angelic 
appearances from the historical nucleus of the 
empty-tomb tradition. He concludes that the women 
neither experienced the appearance of an angel nor 
received a heavenly message at the tomb, primarily 
because he finds too many kerygmatic and redactional 
elements in the angelic message. He asks, “How 
could the angel have spoken in the kerygmatic lan- 
guage of the primitive church according to Mark, 
with the authority of God as his messenger to an- 
nounce the predicted resurrection according to 
Matthew, with the themes of Lukan theology ac- 
cording to the third gospel and without any mes- 
sage according to John?”*” He reasons that the 
angelic appearance and message can be dismissed 
from the historical nucleus of the empty-tomb tra- 
dition because the angels constitute a biblically ac- 
ceptable literary motif for presenting a divinely 
authoritative message. Also, he believes that the 
exclusion of the angels from the empty-tomb tradi- 
tion gives better insight into the tradition and its 
development. The women, he claims, came to the 
tomb early on the first day of the week and found 
the tomb empty. For them, indeed for everyone, the 
significance of the tomb remained ambiguous until 
it was later interpreted by the proclamation of the 
resurrection and by references to the appearance of 
Jesus to his disciples. Bode rejects the authenticity 
of the account of the disciples going to the tomb 
(Luke 24:12, 24; John 20:3-9) and argues instead 
that the women kept silent about the tomb until 
the resurrection proclamation began to be preached. 
Bode further claims that the virtual silence about 
the empty tomb in all of the appearance stories (ex- 
cept in the Emmaus account) argues for an inde- 
pendent origin of both traditions.*® 

Wilckens agrees with Bode, adding that early 
on the Diaspora Jews in Jerusalem came to believe 
in Jesus through contact with the primitive Chris- 
tian community. For these Jews the resurrection of 
Jesus was central, but they were unacquainted 
with the developing tradition, the empty-tomb 
story, which Bode claims originated in Jerusalem at 
a later time. This group of Christians, he writes, 
was influenced by Hellenism and set forth a “cos- 
mic christology” that “included in its assertions 
scarcely a word about the ministry and teaching of 
the historical Jesus himself. "49 Tt was this growing 
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tradition in the church, he argues, that had a pow- 
erful influence and prepared the way for varieties 
of Gnosticism in early Christianity. Consequently, 
the reverse tendency appeared in the later resur- 
rection stories, in which the preresurrection iden- 
tity of Jesus is seen in his corporeal appearances, 
such as in Luke 24:36ff. Liidemann concludes that 
the reports of the corporeality of the resurrection of 
Jesus are all late and legendary. They had the pur- 
pose of answering the objection that Jesus was not 
raised from the dead but the disciples only experi- 
enced a phantom or a spirit. He contends that the 
revival of a corpse is “not a historical fact, but a ver- 
dict of faith,” that Jesus’ tomb “was not empty, but 
full, and his body did not disappear, but rotted away,” 
and that “with the scientific view of the world, the 
statements about the resurrection of Jesus have ir- 
revocably lost their literal meaning.”*! These con- 
clusions, however, are based almost completely on 
an argument from silence and include a false as- 
sumption about what is generally accepted as a 
worldview by modern humanity. 

Furthermore, merely because the empty-tomb 
tradition is found not in the epistles but only in the 
Gospels does not prove that the tradition of the 
bodily resurrection of Jesus was unknown to the 
writers of the epistles. Wilckens’s view, with 
Lidemann’s, presupposes that during Paul’s visits 
to Jerusalem (Gal 1:18; 2:1-10) he did not come into 
contact with any presynoptic traditions concerning 
Jesus or, if he did, they did not interest him.>? This 
view also assumes that the empty-tomb tradition 
emerged in the middle to late 60s at the earliest, 
and was well entrenched in the church by the early 
70s, the latest date presumed for the writing of 
Mark's Gospel. This argument, however, cannot be 
sustained historically,> Although Liidemann be- 
lieves that Paul was unaware of the empty-tomb 
tradition and that historically Jesus’ tomb was not 
empty, he posits that Paul nevertheless “imagines 
the resurrection of Jesus in bodily form, which 
seems to require the emergence of the body of Jesus 
from the empty tomb.” Disregarding the clear im- 
plications of 1 Cor 15:50, Liidemann states, “The 
fate of the physical body of Jesus cannot have been 
unimportant to Paul.”>4 

The empty-tomb tradition is referred to in only 
one of the appearance stories, the Emmaus account 
in Luke 24, and is absent from the oldest tradition 
about the resurrection in the NT (1 Cor 15:3-8), but 


the independence of this tradition from the appear- 
ance stories would still only be short-lived if Bode is 
correct. We can find no reasonable argument against 
the visit of the disciples to the tomb (Luke and 
John), and indeed, since all four Gospels agree that 
the tomb was discovered early on the first day of 
the week, the disciples were probably still in Jerusa- 
lem at the time; otherwise they would have had to 
leave Jerusalem on the Sabbath, an unlikely sce- 
nario. Also, the disciples would probably have heard 
about the empty tomb from the women. Not only 
do Luke 24:12, 24 and John 20:2ff. give this impres- 
sion; in all of the Gospel reports the angels (or 
Jesus, in John) command the women to tell the dis- 
ciples, who are still in Jerusalem at the time, about 
the tomb. The message that “he [Jesus] is not here” 
must refer to the tomb (Mark 16:6; Matt 28:6; also 
John 20:13; Luke 24:3). In every Gospel account the 
women (or just Mary) tell the disciples about their 
experience at the tomb.» Consequently, the empty- 
tomb story could not have been separated long, if 
at all, from the proclamation of the resurrection of 
Jesus; the disciples therefore probably already knew 
of the tomb when Jesus appeared to them. 

The argument for the separation of the empty- 
tomb stories from the appearance stories is not as 
convincing as it might first appear, since neither 
the evangelists nor the rest of the NT traditions 
about Christian belief make the tomb an object of 
faith. The early church did not venerate the tomb 
because it was empty; it never was an object of 
worship, unlike the tombs of many of the early 
martyrs of the church.”° Why should the tomb be 
recalled in the appearance stories? The purpose of 
the appearances was evidently to assure the dis- 
ciples of the reality of Jesus’ aliveness after his 
death and to give to them their missionary task. In 
their proclamation of the resurrection of Jesus, 
Paul and the other NT writers had no need to pro- 
vide a narration about the tomb, since this was not 
the basis of Easter faith. In the Gospels, however, 
there was a keen interest on the part of the evange- 
lists to tell the story of Jesus. It could well be that 
the apologetic needs of the Christian community at 
the time of the writing of the Gospels called for as- 
surance of the corporeality of the resurrection ap- 
pearances or even for further support of the event 
itself. At what place could the evangelists more ap- 
propriately include an explanation for the empty 
tomb, which was by that time common knowledge, 
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than in a narrative concerning the life, death, res- 
urrection, and significance of Jesus? Since all four 
evangelists include this story, the argument for its 
early existence is certainly more enhanced, espe- 
cially in light of the obviously free handling of tra- 
ditions by the evangelists. When they felt free to 
draw upon or omit numerous items in the Easter 
tradition, why would all of them include the story 
of the tomb unless it occupied a dominant place in 
the traditions long before them? 

A brief survey of several recent interpreters of 
the empty-tomb tradition highlights the major is- 
sues. McDonald realizes that the empty tomb is dis- 
orientating in the Easter narratives, producing shock, 
fear, weeping, and the like, and is not celebrated by 
joy. While McDonald admits that one can cite Jew- 
ish beliefs about the physical nature of the resur- 
rection, he contends that not all Jews of Jesus’ time 
held to this. He believes that the examples of the 
translation of highly esteemed persons—Enoch, Eli- 
jah, and Moses, for example, who left no human re- 
mains on earth—are more to the point. Instead, 
the empty tomb is a basic presupposition of early 
Christian preaching that is “not in itself explained, 
though it is verified.”” He cites an interview he 
had with J. C. O'Neill, who said, “My massive argu- 
ment is that the preaching of the resurrection 
could not have arisen on any basis other than the 
empty tomb. There is positive evidence that the 
tomb was empty... . Negatively, nobody produced 
the body, although it would have been required for 
any refutation of the resurrection claims that a 
body be produced.”*8 

Davis similarly concludes that the empty-tomb 
stories not only are compatible with Christian 
preaching about the resurrection but are required 
by it. In spite of the competing theories of life after 
death in the first century, the NT writers had bodily 
resurrection in mind:*? “Resurrection from the grave 
is what Jews of Jesus’ day would naturally have 
meant by the term ‘raised from the dead’ (even 
though they could have understood alternative the- 
ories). And in the absence of compelling evidence 
for the claim that they had some other theory in 
mind, ... the proper conclusion is that the NT writ- 
ers had bodily resurrection in mind.”©° He con- 
tends that all NT accounts of Jesus’ resurrection 
present it as a bodily transformation rather than a 
resuscitation or spiritual resurrection, even in 1 
Cor 15. He asks why, if the empty tomb stories are a 
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late tradition, early Jewish tradition did not dispute 
the claim. The fact that it did not strongly suggests 
“that the empty tomb was a fact agreed upon by all 
parties early in the game.”©! 

Some scholars still insist, nevertheless, that the 
many differences in the empty-tomb stories consti- 
tute a major reason for disputing their credibility. 
Lorenzen, for instance, questions whether we 
should readily accept the empty-tomb tradition, be- 
cause of the problems in dating the sources and ac- 
counting for their many differences as well as in 
what they seem to imply. He observes that Paul, 
who wrote earlier than the evangelists, spoke of 
the resurrection of Jesus without a reference to the 
empty tomb. Since Paul was writing an apology for 
the resurrection in 1 Cor 15:3-11, it would have 
strengthened his case considerably to have in- 
cluded the story had he known about it. Lorenzen 
also points to the lack of a uniform view of the na- 
ture of the resurrection body in the first century 
and contends that resurrection faith could have 
been proclaimed without an empty-tomb story. He 
argues that this possibility allows for the early 
church creating the tradition of the empty tomb in 
order to assist in its proclamation of Jesus’ resur- 
rection from the dead. If this was the case, it is 
probable that the early church employed the 
empty-tomb tradition to guard the Christian mes- 
sage against the docetic and spiritualizing distor- 
tions of its faith. He concludes that Paul’s ignorance 
of this tradition speaks for its lateness and that it 
could easily have evolved as a deduction of the 
confession that God raised Jesus from the dead. For 
Lorenzen, the body of Jesus that was raised from 
the tomb was not his physical body but, rather, 
and strangely, Jesus himself in his identity, mis- 
sion, and effect on the world. This was the “body” 
that was raised, not the one that was placed in a 
tomb. While Lorenzen agrees that there may have 
been some historical kernel of truth to the empti- 
ness of the tomb, he concludes that it was rela- 
tively unimportant and not a part of the apologetic 
for the resurrection of the earliest Christians. Faith 
was proclaimed as a result of the appearances of 
the risen Christ to his followers. It was only when 
the reality of the resurrection was later questioned, 
along with the emergence of questions about the 
fate of Jesus’ body, that the matter of the empty 
tomb was raised.°? 
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In spite of the several differences in the mes- 
sage of the angels at the tomb and the variations in 
the stories, we still observe that all of the Gospel 
traditions agree that Jesus’ body was no longer in 
the tomb. This could not be considered inconse- 
quential. In the story of Mary at the tomb, the an- 
gels become the occasion for Mary’s announcement 
that the body is gone (John 20:12-13), and then the 
meaning of the absence of his body is given by 
Jesus himself (John 20:14-17). Matthew confirms 
the message of the angel with an appearance of the 
risen Jesus to the women at the tomb (28:9-10), but 
in all of these stories the message is still the same: 
Jesus’ body is not in the tomb, he has risen from 
the dead, and his aliveness is affirmed. 

The angelic message to the women at the tomb 
is a heavenly revelation that the women convey to 
the disciples and that was later put into the 
church’s proclamation. Dodd, trying to account for 
the presence of the angels in the Easter proclama- 
tions, suggests that when angels are introduced in 
biblical narratives, it is frequently a sign that a 
truth is being conveyed that is beyond the reach of 
the senses, a “revelation.” Concerning the angelic 
visit to the empty tomb, he explains that “what the 
women saw [the empty tomb] brought only per- 
plexity; then by a leap beyond the evidence of the 
senses, they knew what it meant. But it still 
awaited verification from later experience.”™ The 
variation in the angels’ message in the Synoptics is 
evidence for an early dating of that tradition if we 
agree that traditions tend to expand with time as 
they are passed along. On the other hand, John’s 
rather different role for the angels is difficult to un- 
derstand. Perhaps John held onto the story of the 
presence of the angels at the tomb because it was 
part of the tradition he received, although he fo- 
cused instead on the fact that the first appearance 
of Jesus was to the women (or Mary), rather than 
to Peter. Matthew (see 28:9-10), the only Gospel 
that does not mention Peter, is also apparently try- 
ing to establish this point. The reason why John 
has no angelic message as such is not clear, but 
since his angels add little or nothing to the story of 
the resurrection of Jesus, it is a wonder John chose 
to include them at all, unless the tradition he re- 
ceived was so strong that he felt it necessary to in- 
clude them, or he believed that they pointed to the 
“revelatory” nature of the tomb. 


The empty-tomb tradition in its present form in 
the Gospel traditions allows for Easter faith without 
receiving an appearance from the risen Lord. This 
is apparent especially in Matt 28:8, Luke 24:8-11, 
and John 20:8. Mark also allows for this possibility 
(16:6-7), but in his account the women do not be- 
lieve, at least not up to the point where his Gospel 
breaks off in v. 8. In Matthew the disciples evi- 
dently believe the women’s report and set off for 
Galilee (28:16). In the rest of the NT, apart from the 
Gospels, Easter faith for the disciples is a result of 
meeting the risen Lord, not because of events at the 
empty tomb. The significance of the empty tomb 
was at first probably ambiguous, causing only con- 
fusion (Mark 16:8; Luke 24:12, 24; John 20:1-2), 
but after the appearances, it became a signpost in- 
dicating to the early Christians that the great antic- 
ipated eschatological act of God had taken place in 
history in the risen Christ. It may also have pointed 
them to the bodily nature of the resurrection. The 
empty-tomb story itself eventually became a vehi- 
cle for proclaiming the resurrection of Jesus.°* 

Finally, Dunn, after surveying the conflicting 
stories about the empty tomb, maintains that the 
empty-tomb tradition is both early and accurate: 
the body of Jesus was not in the tomb in which he 
had been buried. In light of the arguments for the 
authenticity of the tradition, Dunn concludes that 
“as a matter of historical reconstruction, the 
weight of evidence points firmly to the conclusion 
that Jesus’ tomb was found empty and that its emp- 
tiness was a factor in the first Christians’ belief in 
the resurrection of Jesus.” The claim of the Chris- 
tians that the tomb of Jesus was empty was not 
challenged even by the enemies of the followers of 
Jesus. Johnson thus correctly concludes that what 
empowered the community of faith was not the ab- 
sence of a body but a new form of presence that 
needed explanation: “Whatever the character of 
the ministry of Jesus for the ‘Jesus movement’ be- 
fore his death, it is the experience of the trans- 
formed Jesus as Lord that begins the ‘Christian 
movement.’ "°° 

From this brief survey of scholarship and of the 
biblical texts, we see that the emptiness of the 
tomb, although ambiguous by itself, was well es- 
tablished quite early in both Christian and non- 
Christian communities and elicited numerous in- 
terpretations. For example, the Jews said the dis- 
ciples had taken the body, while Mary thought that 


~ 


someone else had taken it. It is possible that be- 
cause of this the emphasis in the narratives shifted 
from the ambiguity of the tomb to the appearances 
of Jesus as confirmation of the fact of the resurrec- 
tion. The vacant tomb could never stand on its 
own as evidence of the resurrection of Jesus, but it 
could help corroborate the conclusions drawn from 
the appearances and point to the bodily nature of 
the event. 


5. THE APPEARANCE STORIES 


When it comes to the resurrection appear- 
ances, the only cohesion in the Gospels seems to be 
their order—all of the appearances reported in the 
Gospels follow the discovery of the empty tomb. Be- 
yond that, there is not much that is common. Dodd 
has noted that there is a basic pattern in the ap- 
pearance stories: the situation (generally, the disci- 
ples’ state of gloom, despair, and unbelief), the 
appearance of Jesus, his greeting, the disciples’ rec- 
ognition of Jesus, and a word of command.” But 
even though a pattern can be found, there are 
striking differences in the persons involved in the 
appearances, the circumstances surrounding the 
appearances, and their various locations. The pres- 
ence of these discrepancies suggests that the early 
church did not go to great lengths to harmonize 
the Gospels. When Tatian in his second-century 
Diatessaron made such an attempt, his efforts were 
rejected by the church at large. Perhaps the early 
church could see more clearly what some of the dif- 
ferences meant to the evangelists than we are able 
to discern today, assuming that several Gospels 
were known in various early Christian communi- 
ties. Why else would so many differences have re- 
mained after such a long history of changes to the 
text during its transmission? We do not deny, how- 
ever, the seriousness of the matter or the still sig- 
nificant problems in the narratives. Indeed, deny- 
ing that such problems exist is not honest, and har- 
monizing them does not appear possible. This 
should not lead to a neglect of the inconsistencies 
in resurrection narratives but, rather, to attempts 
to clarify their meaning because of their fundamen- 
tal significance for the Christian community. 
Sometimes the differences can be accounted for by 
the theological stance of the writer and the mes- 
sage he was trying to convey, as shown in our dis- 
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cussion of the empty-tomb traditions in the Gospels. 
After examining the narratives, we will attempt to 
discover some cohesion in the appearance tradi- 
tions. Table 6-2 lists the reported postresurrection 
appearances of Jesus. 


A. The Location of the Appearances 


One of the major difficulties in reconstructing 
the events of the first Easter is the problem of locat- 
ing the resurrection appearances of Jesus. Mark 
14:28 and 16:7 indicate that the forthcoming ap- 
pearances will take place in Galilee. Bultmann be- 
lieves that both of these passages are footnotes put 
by Mark into the narrative, which he took from an 
older tradition that told of the disciples’ flight to 
Galilee. According to Bultmann, since Mark had 
dispensed with the story of the disciples’ flight, he 
found it “necessary to have the disciples artificially 
dispatched to Galilee in order to achieve congruity 
with the old Easter tradition.”©8 Matthew, evidently 
following Mark’s lead, places the appearance of 
Jesus to the disciples in Galilee (28:16—20), though 
he has an appearance to the women (“Mary Mag- 
dalene and the other Mary”) in Jerusalem (28:8-10). 
The close parallels between Mark 14:28, 16:7 and 
Matt 28:7 argue convincingly for Matthew's de- 
pendence upon Mark or his awareness of a similar 
tradition here. On the other hand, neither Luke nor 
John mentions any appearances of Jesus in Galilee. 
For them, the appearances all took place in and 
around Jerusalem. Luke includes the appearance 
on the road to Emmaus, as well as appearances in 
Jerusalem and Bethany (Luke 24:13ff., 33ff., SOff.). 
John mentions only Jerusalem. The Galilean ap- 
pearances of Jesus in John 21 are not included here. 
As Mark 16:9-20 is generally recognized by biblical 
scholars as a late addition to Mark, so John 21 is 
also considered by many scholars to be an epilogue 
added by the church or later editor(s) sometime 
after the original work (chs. 1-20) had been com- 
posed (see 21:24). No doubt these additions were an 
attempt to harmonize existing traditions and pos- 
sibly to answer questions that were later raised 
against the early church. 

How can these two strongly differing traditions 
about the location of the appearances be brought 
together? In current scholarly opinion, there ap- 
pear to be three possibilities: (1) the appearances of 
Jesus took place both in Galilee and in Jerusalem; 
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TABLE 


6 - 2 


POSTRESURRECTION APPEARANCES OF JESUS 


There are at least eleven distinguishable appearance stories in the Gospel narratives (incl. Mark 16:9-20; 
John. 21} in which the risen Lord appears to his followers. 


Matt 28:9-10: to the women at the tomb 


Matt 28:16-20: to the eleven disciples in Galilee 


Luke 24:13-35: to the two disciples on the road to Emmaus (the appearance to Peter in Luke 24:34 is 


only stated and not narrated) 


Luke 24:36-53: to the disciples in Jerusalem (vv. 50-53 are treated as part of the same appearance) 


John 20:11-18: to Mary Magdalene at the tomb 


John 20:19-23: to the disciples in Jerusalem 


John 20:24-29: to Thomas in Jerusalem 


*John 21:1-22: to the eleven disciples at the Sea of Tiberias (the dialogue with Peter, w. 15-22, is evi- 


dently in the presence of the others) 


*Mark 16:9-11: to Mary Magdalene 


*Mark 16:12-13: to the two disciples walking in the country (Emmaus?) 


*Mark 16:14~20: to the eleven disciples in Jerusalem (?) (this concludes with his ascension) 


To these we add Paul's list (1 Cor 15:5-8), which includes not only appearances to Cephas and “the twelve” 


but also appearances to “five hundred” followers of Jesus, James the brother of Jesus, “all the apostles,” and 
Paul himself. 


*Probably not an original part of the Gospel in which it appears, at least as originally planned. 


(2) the appearances took place solely in Galilee; or 
(3) the appearances took place solely in and around 
Jerusalem. Most scholars have attempted to recon- 
cile the geographical differences, but others have 
emphasized that the appearances occurred in only 
one of the two locations. This raises the question 
why there were two locations mentioned in the 
Easter traditions and what theological significance 
might be connected with either place, if any. Could 
it also be that the differences in location may an- 
swer the question of the nature of the appearances, 
that they were visionary experiences of the disciples? 


Lohmeyer, raising the question of the theological 
significance of the two locations, suggests that the 
reason for the variation in the tradition is that Gali- 
lee represented the place of preaching and the “son 
of man christology” as well as the land of fulfill- 
ment but Jerusalem represented the place of the 
“messiah christology.”©? Many scholars today give 
support to Lohmeyer’s contention that there are 
theological reasons for the references to Galilee and 
Jerusalem in the appearance stories, but few agree 
on precisely what those reasons are. O’Collins ob- 
serves that since the 1930s, when Lohmeyer first 


published his work, scholars have not always un- 
derstood Mark’s references to Galilee in a geo- 
graphical sense. Some have argued instead that 
Galilee denotes not only the place of preaching but 
also the land of the Gentiles, which would point in- 
stead to the worldwide mission of the church.” If 
Mark does not intend Galilee to be taken in a geo- 
graphical sense, then it would probably be best to 
accept Jerusalem as the actual place of all the ap- 
pearances. On the other hand, if Bultmann is cor- 
rect that Mark deleted the oral tradition of the 
disciples’ flight to Galilee and only included the ap- 
pearance stories (in the original unmutilated end- 
ing of his Gospel), then the report on the location of 
the appearances probably originated in Galilee.”! 
O’Collins concludes, however, that even though 
Mark may use the term “Galilee” with some theo- 
logical value in mind, it is probably best to follow 
Mark rather than Luke and place all of the appear- 
ances in Galilee; he thinks it is more likely that 
Luke altered Mark's text for theological reasons 
than the other way around.’* Marxsen, on the 
other hand, takes Mark 16:7 and 14:28 as refer- 
ences not to a resurrection appearance but to the 
Parousia, or coming, of Christ, which Mark ex- 
pected to occur soon in Galilee. He argues that, 
while the Gospels and Paul (1 Cor 15) use the term 
On (dphthé, “he was seen,” “he appeared”) for 
the resurrection appearances, Mark uses instead 
ObeoVe (opsesthe, “you will see”), thus referring to 
the Parousia. Mark, therefore, was pointing to the 
Parousia by referring to Galilee, where the disciples 
would see Jesus in his coming, not simply his resur- 
rection appearance.’* Fuller observes, however, 
that both Paul and John use éWwouat (“will see”) for 
a resurrection appearance (1 Cor 9:1; John 20:18, 
25, 29) and that Matthew undoubtedly understood 
Mark 16:7 as a resurrection appearance (Matt 28:7, 
10, 16-20). The decisive argument against Marxsen’s 
interpretation, however, as Fuller is quick to note, 
is the fact that Mark names Peter and the other dis- 
ciples—a clear indication of the two appearances 
listed by Paul in 1 Cor 15:5: “If Mark 16:7 were 
pointing forward to the parousia it is hard to see 
why Peter should be singled out for special men- 
tion. But if it points to resurrection appearances, 
the reason for the mention of Peter is obvious.””* 
So where did the appearances of the risen Christ 
take place? Was it in Galilee, in Jerusalem, or in 
both places? There have been several major at- 
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tempts to resolve this difficulty. Moule has pro- 
posed a solution that brings the two different tra- 
ditions together. He asks whether it is possible to 
hold that the appearances took place first in Jerusa- 
lem and then in Galilee. He suggests that the loca- 
tion of the resurrection appearances might be un- 
derstood in terms of the festival pilgrimages. The 
disciples of Jesus were all Galileans and conse- 
quently were in Judea only as pilgrims for the Pass- 
over festival, just as Jesus had been. Within the 
week after the end of Passover they naturally re- 
turned to Galilee. During that week some of the dis- 
ciples could have seen Jesus in Jerusalem and then 
later in Galilee. Accepting that the appearances 
were spread over a longer period of time, that is, 
forty or fifty days, Moule believes that it is possible 
the disciples returned to Jerusalem for the next pil- 
grim feast, Pentecost, and there Jesus appeared to 
them again in Jerusalem.” Moule admits this is a 
rather rigid interpretation of the narratives, but be- 
lieves that it makes sense of Mark 16:7 and Luke’s 
recorded admonition from the risen Christ to the 
disciples to remain in Jerusalem (Luke 24:49; Acts 
1:4). As he says, “Such literalism may seem absurd; 
but it seems to make sense of the Marcan ‘he goes 
before you into Galilee’ (16:7)—it would mean, 
when you return home you will find him already 
there—and of the injunction in Luke—Acts not to 
leave Jerusalem after Pentecost (Luke 24:48, Acts 
1:4)—it would mean, this time, do not return to 
Galilee, as you did after Passover.””© Moule’s pro- 
posal has been criticized by several scholars not 
only because it is a rather wooden interpretation of 
difficult passages but also because it is not sup- 
ported by the resurrection narratives themselves 
and raises the difficult problem of separating Luke 
24:36-53 (presumably between vv. 43 and 44) in 
order to allow for a Galilean appearance before the 
command of 24:48 to remain in Jerusalem. It is 
therefore questionable whether Moule’s interpreta- 
tion comes to grips with the fact that Mark and 
Matthew have opted so strongly for Galilee but 
Luke and John for Jerusalem. 

The same could be said for Lilly’s somewhat 
traditional solution to the problem, which is based 
on the refusal of the disciples to believe the women’s 
report of the empty tomb and on the command from 
the angel to go to Galilee. Lilly suggests that at first 
Jesus intended for the disciples to leave the hostile 
atmosphere of Jerusalem for the more tranquil 
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territory of Galilee, where he would reveal himself 
to them and give his final commission. However, 


the holy women delayed to report the direction to 
the Apostles, and when finally the message did reach 
them, they remained incredulous, labeled the report 
contemptuously “idle tales.” The only way, at least 
the most effective way, to overcome this incredulity 
was for Jesus to appear to the Apostles directly, es- 
tablish faith in their minds as to the reality of His res- 
urrection and prepare them for the final and more 
important appearances in Galilee. 


Lilly's attempt at a reconciliation does not ac- 
count for John’s rather clear preference for Jerusa- 
lem as the location for appearances, or for Luke 
24:49, where the author may have been aware of 
the Markan tradition but simply rejected it (see 
24:6). 

Another attempt at harmonizing the location 
of the appearances comes from C. F. Evans, whose 
translation of mpodyetv (proagein, “precede,” “go 
before”) in Mark 14:28 and 16:7 is based on Mark’s 
earlier use of this term in 10:32. The normal mean- 
ing given for this term in these locations is “pre- 
cede.” Evans believes that it can mean “lead” (the 
verb comes from a root meaning “lead”). If he is 
right, would Jesus have had to lead his disciples 
from Jerusalem to Galilee, thereby appearing in 
both Jerusalem and then all the way up in Gali- 
lee?’® But this translation, however well suited it 
may be for Mark 10:32 or 14:28, is ill suited for 16:7, 
since there the angel clearly says “there (€ket, ekei) 
you will see him,” referring to Galilee. 

Marxsen takes the differences in the location of 
the appearances to be an indication that each 
evangelist aimed only at showing one important 
truth: “the cause of Jesus goes on beyond Good Fri- 
day—in a miraculous way,” and “the fact that it 
goes on is always due to a new emergence and in- 
tervention of Jesus, to a new commission.””? For 
him, the evangelists’ selection and arrangement of 
the material for their Gospels depended on their 
own perspective and circumstance. That selection 
was determined chiefly by the period during which 
they wrote, the readers for whom they wrote, and 
the varying theological problems with which each 
had to deal separately. The details of the Easter tra- 
dition were basically unimportant, and the mode of 
the resurrection of Jesus was neither an article of 
faith nor a part of a universal Christian conviction. 
This interpretation, however, does not square with 
the fact that in every tradition or resurrection nar- 


rative the resurrection of Jesus always means Jesus 
who was raised from the dead and was seen (or ap- 
peared). In Mark’s Gospel this can be concluded 
from the angelic comment, “He has been raised; he 
is not here” (16:6), especially since it is said in the 
setting of the empty tomb. The reference to the 
place where the disciples will see Jesus (16:7) is also 
in line with all other resurrection traditions, in- 
cluding Paul’s in 1 Cor 15. Indeed, Paul's emphasis 
on the resurrection body, with all of its difficulties, 
still means that the old body (of flesh) is incorpo- 
rated into the new (see vv. 42-46). It is possible 
that the knowledge of an empty tomb is implied in 
étahn (etaphé, “he was buried”) of 1 Cor 15:4. It is 
also possible that the empty tomb was not men- 
tioned by Paul because it was not an object of faith 
but, rather, something that pointed to the nature of 
the resurrection of Jesus, that is, it was a corollary 
to the resurrection of Jesus but not yet an object of 
special attention. If Jesus was raised, then it was 
understood that his body had to be absent from the 
tomb. The evangelists and Paul do not say simply 
that the “activity” or “cause” of Jesus continued 
beyond Good Friday but that Jesus himself, who 
was put to death, survived the grave, was still 
alive, and had revealed himself to his disciples. 
That the nature of the event was not lost in obscu- 
rity is clear even in Paul, where the sequence of 1 
Cor 15:3-5 places the resurrection after “he was 
buried” and, at the least, implies that the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus was from the grave. 

The majority of scholars who accept the resur- 
rection of Jesus as an event of history agree that 
the appearances of Jesus took place in Galilee. 
Pannenberg says that there was no knowledge of 
the empty-tomb tradition in the appearance stories 
that took place in Galilee and the disciples would 
only have learned of it when they returned to Jeru- 
salem. Because the empty-tomb tradition agreed 
with their encounter with the risen Jesus, he says, 
they incorporated it into the resurrection tradi- 
tion.®° This view presumes that the disciples left Je- 
rusalem before the discovery of the tomb and re- 
turned to Galilee. Along this line, Pannenberg asks 
why there are no references in the passion narra- 
tives to their witness of the crucifixion and why 
they did not take part in the burial of Jesus if the 
disciples remained in Jerusalem.*! 

The likely answer to Pannenberg’s questions is 
found in the fleeing of the disciples after Jesus’ ar- 


rest. They were afraid for themselves (John 20:19) 
but were also, no doubt, quite confused and dis- 
couraged, having witnessed the arrest of the one 
whom they had believed would usher in the escha- 
tological kingdom of God. Also, if the disciples had 
already departed for Galilee, what would be the 
purpose of the women telling the disciples to go to 
Galilee (Mark 16:7; Matt 28:7, 10)? All four evange- 
lists tell of the command to the women (by the an- 
gels or Jesus) to report their findings at the tomb to 
the disciples who were in Jerusalem. Such multiple 
attestation suggests that the disciples did not de- 
part from Jerusalem without knowledge of the 
empty tomb. Along with this, as we have seen, is 
the evidence of the story of the disciples’ visit to the 
tomb in Luke 24:12, 24 and John 20:3-8, even 
though John overlays the tradition with another 
motive. 

Mark 16:7 presupposes the disciples’ return to 
Galilee,;.but the fact that the women are told to re- 
port the angelic message of the resurrection of 
Jesus to them (all four Gospels agree on this) also 
shows that the journey to Galilee was after the Sab- 
bath. How soon they departed for Galilee or how 
quickly they returned to Jerusalem, however, can- 
not be established with any precision on the basis 
of the existing witnesses. Acts 2 indicates that the 
disciples at least returned to Jerusalem by the time 
of the Pentecost festival, though there is no indica- 
tion in Acts that the disciples ever went back to 
Galilee. 

Furthermore, if Luke’s and John’s stories con- 
cerning the Jerusalem appearances are correct, it is 
not easy to fit in a Galilean appearance of Jesus be- 
fore the Jerusalem appearances. Luke 24:13 and 
John 20:19 seem to forbid this. A later Galilean ap- 
pearance is also troubling, since for Luke every- 
thing concludes at the end of the first day with a 
command to remain in Jerusalem (24:49). It is pos- 
sible that further Galilean appearances could be fit- 
ted in at the end of John’s story about Thomas 
(20:24-29), but does 20:30-31 (“Now Jesus did 
many other signs in the presence of his disciples, . . . 
But these .. .) make room for such? If they were 
added at this juncture, they would serve no pur- 
pose. For John, the resurrection appearances of 
Jesus show that Jesus was exalted and glorified. In 
them Jesus gives to the disciples the Holy Spirit and 
visible proof of his exaltation and charges them 
with their mission. It is difficult to see what further 
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appearances in Galilee would have added to this. If 
the unlikely scenario is true—that Jesus originally 
intended that the disciples should go to Galilee but, 
because of their unbelief and unwillingness to go, 
he had to appear to them in Jerusalem in order to 
get them to Galilee—it is not clear what more 
would be revealed in Galilee that was not revealed 
in Jerusalem in the appearances referred to by Luke 
and John, especially since Matthew's missionary 
charge in Galilee (28:19) is not unlike Luke’s mis- 
sionary charge in Jerusalem (Luke 24:45—48; Acts 
1:8). 

For these reasons, the harmonization of such 
texts seems strained and fails to appreciate what 
may have been at the heart of the evangelists’ in- 
tentions. There is no indication in the Gospels that 
harmonization is possible. Perhaps the earliest at- 
tempt to bring together the Jerusalem and Galilee 
traditions is found in the Johannine “appendix” 
(ch. 21), but it is awkward, and questions are still 
left unanswered. For example, if the disciples are 
with the risen Jesus in ch. 20, why do they not rec- 
ognize him in ch. 21? If Jesus sees Peter in ch. 20, 
why is there no attempt to reconcile with him until 
ch. 21? More troubling, if Jesus commissions the 
disciples in 20:22-23, why are the disciples back 
fishing in ch. 21 rather than carrying out their 
commission? The difficulty one faces in bringing 
these two traditions together enhances the notion 
that more than a geographical problem is involved 
in the evangelists’ choice for the location of the ap- 
pearances. It is difficult to imagine that nothing 
other than geography presented itself to Luke in his 
choice of Jerusalem and his neglect of Galilee, espe- 
cially in light of 24:6, where he evidently shows his 
awareness and rejection of Galilean appearance 
traditions (cf. Mark 16:7). 

The above complex of explanations for the dif- 
ferences in the location of the appearances shows 
that there are few proposals for harmonization that 
have commended themselves. Each attempt has its 
own problems. In every case, a harmony seems im- 
possible without doing damage to other parts of the 
resurrection narratives. This is so even if we ac- 
count for the variations on the basis of the vision- 
ary nature of the appearances, since this would not 
solve the apparent contradictions in the narratives. 
Should we accept one tradition as more reliable 
than another, say, Mark instead of Luke, given 
that Mark was written first? This begs the question 
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concerning Luke’s purpose in accepting the tradi- 
tion that was also followed by John and subse- 
quently altered in the “appendix” to John’s Gospel. 
Not enough information is available for us to de- 
cide. As the narratives stand, there are discrepan- 
cies, but is there a missing factor that could bring 
the two traditions together? In their accounts, do 
Luke and John reject the possibility that any ap- 
pearances took place in Galilee? Do Mark and Mat- 
thew intend to exclude any appearances to the 
disciples in Jerusalem? (Matthew does have an ap- 
pearance of Jesus to the women at the tomb but 
not to the disciples.) 

Perhaps a view not yet advanced would do jus- 
tice to the theological motives existing in, or lead- 
ing to, the choice of location by each of the evan- 
gelists. As mentioned above, Paul, in 1 Cor 15:5-8, 
speaks of appearances to Peter, then to the Twelve, 
then to “more than five hundred brothers and sis- 
ters at one time,” then to James, then to all of the 
apostles, and finally to Paul. The appearance to the 
“five hundred brothers and sisters” may be a refer- 
ence to appearances in Galilee, where Jesus did 
most of his ministry. Von Campenhausen may be 
right in saying that this appearance was in Galilee, 
since Jesus appeared only to the disciples in Jerusa- 
lem and there would have been no place available 
in Jerusalem for Jesus to have appeared to such a 
large crowd. Only in Galilee, where he had a longer 
tenure of ministry, would Jesus have had five hun- 
dred disciples. His relatively brief tenure of ministry 
(one week) in Jerusalem would not suggest large 
numbers of followers.** The same could be said of 
the appearance to James (and possibly to “all of the 
apostles”), since James (also of Nazareth) was not 
one of the original Twelve and probably would not 
have traveled to Jerusalem with Jesus. Paul indi- 
cates that James also received an appearance that 
presumably led to his faith and that was likely in 
the region of Galilee. Because the thrust of Jesus’ 
ministry was in Galilee, it is probable, therefore, 
that some of the appearances took place there, 
even though Luke and John only mention appear- 
ances to the disciples in Jerusalem. A large gather- 
ing of five hundred followers of Jesus is more likely 
to have occurred in Galilee than in Jerusalem not 
only because of the concentration of most of Jesus’ 
ministry in that area but also because the atmo- 
sphere there would have been less hostile than in 
Jerusalem. The Pharisees, who were among Jesus’ 


strongest opponents in Jerusalem, had very little 
influence in Galilee.®? 

The earliest form of the church was in Jerusa- 
lem and was recognized as such in Acts 15 (the first 
council takes place there) and by Paul in Gal 2:1-10. 
Since the death and resurrection of Jesus occurred 
there, as well as the earliest Christian missionary 
activity, perhaps Luke and John chose to empha- 
size the Jerusalem appearances in their Gospels to 
stress the missionary activity to which Jesus had 
called the disciples. Jerusalem, the city of promise 
and fulfillment, became the place where the Jesus 
movement was established. On the other hand, it 
may be that since Jesus’ preaching ministry had 
been primarily in Galilee and the majority of his 
followers were most likely still in that area in the 
early stages of the church’s growth, Mark and Mat- 
thew wanted to emphasize the Galilean appearances. 

What is needed in all of this is the missing link 
that can bring the two traditions together without 
diminishing the individual messages of either. At 
present, aside from positing differing theological 
motives, no one seems to have found such a con- 
necting link, nor have they identified precisely 
what theological motives may have been present in 
the minds of the evangelists. These are stil] matters 
of debate, with no consensus emerging on the hori- 
zon. The location of the appearances of Jesus con- 
tinues to be an important hindrance in any har- 
monized reconstruction of the events of Easter. 

For this and the following discussions, refer to 
table 6-3, which compares the postresurrection ap- 
pearances of Jesus in the Gospels. 


B. To Whom Did Jesus First Appear? 


Matthew says that Jesus first appeared to the 
women (Matt 28:9-10), while John indicates that 
the first appearance was to Mary alone (John 
20:14~18), Mark and Luke, however, have no such 
appearance of Jesus to women only; they report in- 
stead the appearance of the interpreting angel or 
angels, who told the women that Jesus would ap- 
pear in Galilee to his disciples and to Peter (Mark 
16:7; Luke 24:4-7). Whether Mark intends that 
Peter would be the last to see Jesus in Galilee (“tell 
his disciples and Peter,” 16:7) cannot be determined, 
but Peter is singled out for special mention. Whether 
this means that he would be the first to see Jesus is 
not disclosed (or prohibited either). Luke makes no 


Location 


The touch 


Message of the 
appearances 


Responses 


In Jerusalem to the 
women at the tomb and 


) later to the disciples on a 


mountain in Galilee 


Women clasp Jesus’ feet 


To the women: Do not be 
afraid, go and tell my 
brethren to go to Galilee; 
there they will see me. 
To the disciples: Go, 
make disciples, baptize, 
and teach to observe the 
commandments; a prom- 
ise to remain with 
disciples 


Disciples worship Jesus, 
but some still doubt after 
the appearance. A po- 
lemic against the church: 
the body was stolen, but 
the disciples tell of the 
guard 


TABLE 


ance in Galilee 


Appendix, v. 15: Call to 
mission 
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6 - 3 


Luke 24 


In Jerusalem to two dis- 
ciples on the road to 
Emmaus and later to the 
Eleven, both on Easter 
evening 


Jesus engages in talk, 
denounces their lack of 
faith and shows from 
Scripture that Christ 
should suffer 


Jesus meets with the rest 
of the disciples and calls 
them to mission with the 
promise of the Spirit 


After Jesus breaks bread 
with them, the disciples 
on the road to Emmaus 
have their eyes opened. 
After Jesus’ ascension, 
the disciples are filled 
with joy and blessing 


A COMPARISON OF POSTRESURRECTION APPEARANCES OF JESUS IN THE GOSPELS 


Promise is given (v. 7) to 
the women of the appear- 


John 20 


In Jerusalem to Mary and 
later, after his ascension, 
to all of the disciples ex- 
cept Thomas during a 
meal 


One week later to 
Thomas 


Mary is told not to touch 
because his ascension 
has not yet happened 


Thomas is invited to 
touch Jesus one week 
later 


Jesus calls Mary by 
name, forbids her to 
touch him, tells her of his 
ascension, and calls her 
to go and tell the dis- 
ciples 


Jesus appears to the dis- 
ciples, greets them with 
“peace,” calls them to 
ministry, and gives them 
the Holy Spirit 


Later Jesus invites 
Thomas to touch him and 
believe, then says that 
those who have not seen 
yet believe are blessed 


Mary worships Jesus, 
and Thomas in belief 
Cries out, “My Lord and 
my God!” 
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mention of an appearance of Jesus to the women, 
but he has two angels appear to tell them of the im- 
portance of the empty tomb. The women evidently 
believed their story and reported it to the unbeliev- 
ing disciples (24:4-11). Luke instead reports an 
appearance to the two disciples on the road to 
Emmaus; it was they who then told “the eleven” 
that Jesus had risen and “appeared to Simon” 
(Luke 24:34). Exactly when the appearance to 
Peter occurred is not answered in Luke, but evi- 
dently it was before the appearance to the two dis- 
ciples, and the implication is that such an appear- 
ance was mentioned to them by the risen Jesus. 
Luke here seems to be following the Pauline tradi- 
tion (1 Cor 15:5) or one in common with Paul. All 
four Gospels mention the angelic appearance to the 
women but differ on who received the first appear- 
ance. Mark implies that it was the disciples and 
Peter (16:7 [note the order]), Matthew says the 
women (28:9), John says Mary Magdalene (20:14-18), 
and Luke says Peter (24:34). 

Perhaps the solution to the problem might be 
found in the brevity of Mark’s Gospel: if his Gospel 
had continued, he may have included a story of an 
appearance of Jesus to the women. Both Matthew 
(28:9-10) and John (20:11ff.) say that the appear- 
ance of Jesus to Mary or the women came immedi- 
ately after the angelic appearance, as they (or Mary) 
were walking away from the empty tomb. Whether 
the original text of Mark would have included an 
appearance of Jesus to the women here is, of course, 
speculation and based on an elusive argument from 
silence. But since Matthew, who elsewhere seems 
to have followed Mark rather closely, has such an 
appearance and since John, who followed another 
tradition, agrees with him, this supposition may 
not be far-fetched. 

If this speculation is true, however, we must 
ask why Luke fails to mention the appearance of 
Jesus to the women. What purpose would he have 
in omitting this first appearance if it had indeed oc- 
curred? An answer to this may be that Luke is try- 
ing to set forth the best defense he can for his 
Gospel and may have seen the mention of women 
in the story as a weakness in his argument. Never- 
theless, in Acts 1:3 he presents his case for the res- 
urrection in summary form, stating that there 
were “many proofs” (moAAOts TeKuNpiots, pollois 
tekmériois) of Jesus’ aliveness after his death. Per- 
haps this is also the reason Paul does not mention 


the appearance to the women in his list in 1 Cor 15. 
Women were not deemed competent to testify 
under Jewish law (see m. Ros Has. 1:8),54 and this 
may have figured into Luke’s omission of the ap- 
pearance to the women in his presentation of the 
case for Christianity. 

On the other hand, von Campenhausen argues 
that there were no appearances to the women on 
the “third day,” and he appeals to the silence of 
Mark and Luke for support.® Nevertheless, with 
the problem of women’s credibility among the Jews 
at that time, it does not seem likely that such sto- 
ries of appearances to women would have been 
readily accepted into the resurrection traditions of 
John and Matthew, two very Jewish Gospels, had 
there not been some perceived element of reliability 
in them. What motive could be advanced for the 
inclusion of an appearance to women in such an 
important tradition in these ancient patriarchal 
documents? It seems more reasonable to believe 
that such stories would be excluded, as they per- 
haps were in the case of 1 Cor 15:3-8, rather than 
added to the Gospel traditions. Peter’s prominence 
in the formation of the early church would prob- 
ably lead to special priority for him in the accounts, 
rather than the women who had also claimed to 
have a resurrection appearance. Matthew’s and 
John’s lack of special reference to Peter (Matt 28:10; 
John 20:17) may indicate that their sources at this 
point are earlier than Mark’s or Luke’s sources, A 
good reason can be suggested for adding Peter’s 
name to the resurrection traditions or giving spe- 
cial priority to him but not for deleting references 
to him. Conversely, apologetic reasons could be 
found for omitting the story of an appearance to 
women (i.e., the lack of credibility given to the wit- 
ness of women) but not for introducing it. 


C. The Ascension and the Forbidding of 
Mary to Touch Jesus 


One of the more intriguing and also compli- 
cated passages in the resurrection narratives is 
John 20:17, in which Jesus forbids Mary to touch 
him because he had not yet ascended to his Father 
and God. The intrigue increases when, in vv. 
24-29, he invites Thomas to touch him. What hap- 
pened in the meantime? According to one interpre- 
tation of John’s Gospel, it was the ascension of 
Jesus to his Father. For many readers, part of the 


difficulty in understanding this passage is that they 
tend to understand “ascension” from the perspec- 
tive of Luke, as the final appearance of Jesus to the 
disciples before he returns to heaven (see Luke's 
story in sec. D, below). C. F. Evans claims that the 
force of this Johannine passage is to emphasize the 
exaltation of Jesus to the Father as the fulfillment 
of the whole Gospel of divine sonship (see John 
1:1]-12). He argues that for John the ascension of 
Jesus took place on Easter morning before the ap- 
pearances took place, and concludes that the early 
church always understood the resurrection appear- 
ances as the resurrection of the exalted and as- 
cended Lord.®° In the following discussion, we will 
look at various interpretations of this passage be- 
fore examining a number of issues in order to make 
some sense of it. 

At the time when the words of John 20:17 were 
spoken to Mary, the resurrection of Jesus had al- 
ready occurred, but for John the ascension was still 
to come. Ramsey argues that John held that the as- 
cension or exaltation to glory was separate from 
the resurrection, and maintains that the Acts ac- 
count (1:9-11) shows that the ascension was con- 
sidered from an early stage to be a separate and 
subsequent event to the resurrection of Jesus (though 
he admits that this is not always clearly seen in 
other passages of the nt).°” He believes that John 
introduces the “touch me not” story to emphasize 
the importance of the ascension or exaltation of 
Jesus, which, though important to the resurrection 
of Jesus, is nevertheless subsequent to it. He admits 
that his interpretation here is difficult to square 
with other NT passages that link the exaltation of 
Jesus to his resurrection to indicate that by means 
of the resurrection from the dead, Jesus has been 
exalted or glorified.°8 

Dodd connects this story not so much with ex- 
altation as with John’s picture of the high priest 
going into the holy of holies to offer his sacrifice. 
Only after this offering for the people has been 
made will Jesus, the high priest, be touchable.®? 
But if this is the case, John uses this particular 
story to emphasize a point that he nowhere else ex- 
plicitly makes. Another view, drawing out the lin- 
guistic elements of the account, is that John sees 
Jesus as exalted but still moving toward ascension. 
In John 20:17 Jesus says that Mary is not to touch 
(4ntov, haptou) him since he is not yet in an as- 
cended state (a4vaBéBnxa, anabebéka), but to tell the 
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disciples that he isin the process of ascending 
(avaBaive, anabaind), something that occurs after 
the Gospel story. The contrast is between a process 
begun by the resurrection and its culmination in 
the ascension.” Another interpretation of the pas- 
sage requires that considerable theological and ec- 
clesiastical meaning be poured into the term “cling” 
(or “touch”). It suggests that Jesus is saying to 
Mary that she may no longer cling to his earthly 
existence but must look for another way of experi- 
encing his presence. As interesting as this view 
might be, especially because it recognizes that the 
passage intends to say much more than what a 
mere physical touch might suggest (there is no 
problem in the women touching Jesus in Matt 
28:9), it seems unjustified and foreign to the con- 
text. Its proponents may be correct in arguing that 
v. 17 is a later Johannine redaction introduced for 
the purpose of adding a charge to go and tell the 
disciples, as we see elsewhere in Matthew and 
Mark, but there appears to be something more im- 
portant than this in the passage.”! John evidently 
uses the appearance stories to make clear that 
Jesus has entered a completely new mode of exis- 
tence and is now exalted. By this reckoning, the as- 
cension in John takes place before Jesus’ appear- 
ance to the disciples in 20:19. After that, it is appro- 
priate for Thomas to touch him (v. 27), even 
though the passage does not actually say that he 
did. The implication from the passage is that Jesus 
ascended between the first and second appear- 
ances, between vv. 17 and 19. 

Elsewhere in the Gospel (10:11-18; 11:49-53;°2 
cf. 18:12; 12:32-33), John seems to make the exalta- 
tion of Jesus synonymous with his crucifixion and 
gives more attention to the significance of the 
death of Jesus than do the synoptic evangelists and 
Acts 2:22-23. Not unlike John, Paul also empha- 
sizes the importance of the death of Jesus for sins 
(cf. John 10:11, 15) followed by his exaltation (Phil 
2:6-11). Paul isolates the proclamation of the death 
of Jesus from his resurrection in 1 Cor 1:22—24 and 
2:2, even though he, like John, knew the impor- 
tance of Jesus’ resurrection (1 Cor 15:3-5, 12-20). 
The author of Hebrews also is aware of the resur- 
rection (6:2), but because many of his readers were 
returning to Judaism and abandoning their faith, 
he emphasizes the superiority of Jesus’ priesthood 
over that of Aaron and, with it, the exaltation of 
Jesus in his death as going into the holy of holies 
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(2:5-11; 9:11-14; 10:12-13; 12:2). For John, exalta- 
tion may come for Jesus through the cross, but this 
exaltation is not seen or acknowledged except 
through the resurrection. Faith comes in John not 
at the cross (though the redactor of 19:35 shows 
that it was possible) but only in Jesus’ resurrection. 
John 20 was not a late appendage attached to the 
Gospel of John by a final redactor but was an inte- 
gral part of it. According to John, at the arrest of 
Jesus, the disciples feared for their lives and fled. 
Peter denied he knew Jesus, and the others scat- 
tered. At his death, there was no faith but pain and 
despair. Besides the beloved disciple (discussed 
above), who “believed” at the grave site when he 
saw the grave clothes and empty tomb, Mary be- 
lieved on the basis of Jesus’ appearance to her (vv. 
17-18; “I have seen the Lord”). Thomas was dis- 
traught and disbelieving until he saw the risen 
Lord (v. 27). Although John paves the way for un- 
derstanding the exaltation of Jesus on the cross, 
that exaltation was not perceived apart from the 
resurrection of Jesus. The cross did not disclose its 
meaning to the disciples apart from the resurrec- 
tion, and faith was not born at the cross, as some 
scholars have taught.” 

O’Collins observes that identifying the exalta- 
tion of Jesus with his crucifixion opens the door to 
the docetic notion that only the spirit of Jesus as- 
cended into heaven, leaving the body behind.”* 
Brown accepts the notion of exaltation by way of 
the cross in John and acknowledges that the resur- 
rection of Jesus does not easily fit within this 
scheme. Since it was such a firm part of the Chris- 
tian tradition when John wrote his Gospel, he had 
to make it fit into the process of Jesus’ passing from 
this world to the Father. If that is the case for John, 
then, according to Brown, the crucifixion of Jesus 
becomes a part of his further glorification. He says 
that John “dramatizes the resurrection so that it is 
obviously part of the ascension,” using the appear- 
ance to Mary Magdalene as a vehicle to explain 
that only after the ascension, of which the resur- 
rection is a part, can the enduring presence of Jesus 
in the Spirit be given. He notes that in 7:39 John 
says that only after Jesus’ glorification could there 
be the gift of the Spirit. Consequently, when Jesus 
offers the Spirit in 20:22, Brown claims that John is 
saying that Jesus had already been exalted and glo- 
rified, that is, he had already ascended to the Fa- 
ther. It was therefore only the ascended and thereby 


glorified Jesus who appeared to the disciples. As to 
whether John means that the appearance to Mary 
took place before the ascension and the appearance 
to the disciples took place after the ascension, 
Brown rightly concludes that, taken at face value, 
a positive answer to this would deny that the resur- 
rection is the same event as the ascension. It would 
also imply that the appearance to Mary was of an 
inferior status.” Brown is aware that these incon- 
sistencies in his view are difficult to overcome. 
There is the further difficulty that John, unlike 
Luke, does not have an ascension at the end of the 
earthly appearances of Jesus; rather, it is implied to 
have happened as they began. Brown believes that an 
understanding of John’s technique provides a solu- 
tion to these questions. He maintains that John is 


fitting a theology of resurrection/ascension that by 
definition has no dimensions of time and space into a 
narrative that is necessarily sequential. If John’s pur- 
pose is forgotten, the attempt to dramatize in temporal 
scenes what is sub specie aeternitatis {in the category 
of eternal] creates confusion. When the risen Jesus 
has to explain to Mary Magdalene that he is about to 
ascend, the emphasis is on the identification of the 
resurrection and the ascension, not on the accidental 
time lag. In Johannine thought there is only one 
risen Jesus, and he appears in glory in all his appear- 
ances. 


For Brown, the controlling interest of John is 
not the temporal sequence of events but, rather, his 
theological motive for explaining the meaning of 
the resurrection and the fact that the disciples were 
given the continuing presence of the Spirit by the 
risen Jesus. This interest or theme in John’s resur- 
rection narrative is the intimate connection be- 
tween the ascension of the Son of Man and the 
giving of the Spirit. He recalls that in 16:7 Jesus 
says, “if I do not go away, the Advocate will not 
come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.” 
Brown concludes that this is fulfilled in John imme- 
diately after Jesus’ death, as 20:17 and 22 show by 
associating the resurrection, the ascension, and the 
giving of the Spirit.” 

According to John, the disciples abandoned 
Jesus at his arrest, and Peter even went so far as to 
deny him. From the time of the arrest (18:1-19:42) 
to the discovery of the empty tomb, there is no note 
of victory in John.”* Although John finds the death 
or the manner of the death of Jesus a fulfillment of 
Scripture (19:24, 37), the sound of joy or triumph 
found in 20:18 (“I have seen the Lord”) and 20:29 


(“My Lord and my God”) is completely lacking in 
his story of the passion of Jesus. In his passion and 
resurrection narratives, the exaltation (or glorifica- 
tion) of Jesus is set forth only after the resurrection. 

The ascension in John is a part of the resurrec- 
tion story—a part that, from a temporal point of 
view, takes place somewhat awkwardly between 
the appearance of Jesus to Mary and the appear- 
ance to the rest of the disciples. As with the story 
about the disciples’ visit to the tomb (20:3-10), 
John has made use of the story of the appearance 
to Mary Magdalene to point to a very important 
theological matter—the presence of the Spirit and 
the exaltation (glorification) of Jesus in his resur- 
rection. This will become clearer in the next section. 


D. What Was the Ascension? 


One of the strange aspects about the ascension 
of Jesus is that it is only mentioned or referred to in 
the NT in John and Luke—Acts (John 20:17; Luke 
24:50-53; Acts 1:9-11). Because the ascension, ac- 
cording to Luke and the church’s traditional way 
of viewing this event, was the final appearance of 
Jesus before his exaltation, we discuss it here under 
the appearance stories. As we noted above, John 
apparently places the ascension of Jesus in a differ- 
ent sequence than does Luke (that is, between the 
first and second appearances, instead of as the last 
appearance). On the other hand, while Luke and 
John mention an ascension of Jesus, Matthew 
closes his Gospel emphasizing Jesus’ abiding pres- 
ence (28:20; cf. 1:23), Mark, in the extant form of 
his Gospel, abruptly ends in 16:8 with no mention 
of an ascension or a resurrection appearance. It is 
possible that, since Matthew draws so freely upon 
Mark, the original conclusion of Mark, if we had it, 
would be similar to Matthew’s conclusion, but this 
is speculation. At any rate, there is no ascension 
story in Matthew, and it would not have added to 
his own theological emphasis on the abiding pres- 
ence of the risen Christ with his church. 

Regarding the nature of the ascension, Lampe 
argued that there was a growing tendency in the 
early church to make the resurrection of Jesus 
more of a physical event than the spiritual one 
that, he claims, it in fact was. This tendency natu- 
rally led to the question of the ultimate end of the 
body of Jesus: after it was raised from the dead and 
seen, what happened to it? He believes that, early 
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on, the resurrection of Jesus came to be thought of 
in terms of OT materialistic notions of resurrection. 
From this perspective it was natural to believe that 
the tomb was empty, just as we find in the Easter 
traditions of the Gospels. Because of the belief in 
the material resurrection of Jesus, according to 
Lampe, the ascension story naturally developed to 
answer the question of what happened to Jesus’ 
body of flesh and bones.”” 

Lampe does not discuss the various possible 
meanings of the ascension in Luke and John, nor 
does he observe that John makes no mention of the 
final state of Jesus’ resurrection body after the ap- 
pearances. This was simply not a question that 
John entertained, and it is not the motivating fac- 
tor behind his inclusion of the ascension story. 
Luke, on the other hand, may have had several 
meanings behind his story: the final completion of 
the appearances (Luke 24:50-53), the exaltation of 
Jesus (Acts 1:9-11; 13:30-39), and/or the introduc- 
tion to the coming of the Holy Spirit (Luke 24:49; 
Acts 1:8).!°° Ramsey notes that there is nothing 
unusual or out of line in the idea that Jesus gave a 
parting appearance to his disciples at the close of a 
series of appearances: “There is nothing incredible 
in an event whereby Jesus assured the disciples 
that the appearances were ended and that His sov- 
ereignty and His presence must henceforth be 
sought in new ways.”!©! John and Luke more likely 
used a well-known tradition in the early church, 
each modifying it in his own way, to point to the 
exaltation of Jesus in his resurrection (see John 
20:24—27; Luke 24:51-53) 10? Any attempts to bring 
John and Luke together on the chronology of the 
ascension appear futile, but it is not an insignifi- 
cant question to ask how each writer understood 
the ascension of Jesus. 

Through the story of the appearance of Jesus to 
Mary at the tomb John is apparently trying to pres- 
ent an additional theological truth, that the exalta- 
tion of Christ is to be seen through a pattern of 
death, resurrection, and the giving of the Holy 
Spirit. John may also have been trying to answer 
an issue raised by the Docetists, who favored 
Christ’s ascending into heaven at the moment of 
Jesus’ death on the cross. John is opposed to such a 
view, since for him Jesus is the Christ who experi- 
enced death and was exalted or glorified in his res- 
urrection before the giving of the Spirit. John has 
already said that only after the glorification of Jesus 
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could the Spirit be given (7:39), and this followed 
the resurrection (20:19-23). Brown is probably 
right when he claims that the difficulty of an un- 
glorified appearance of Jesus to Mary (before his as- 
cension) does not come up in John because, in light 
of John’s intention to show that the exaltation of 
Jesus to the Father came by way of the cross and 
resurrection, no appearance of Jesus was from an 
unexalted Lord, even if not from an ascended one. 
Brown’s argument is supported by Mary’s second 
report to the disciples in John 20:18 that she had 
“seen the Lord.”!0 

If the exaltation (glorification) in John can be 
equated with Jesus’ resurrection, then all of the ap- 
pearances are by the exalted Lord, because the 
Holy Spirit can come only after the exaltation (or 
glorification) of Jesus (7:39; 20:17-23). This is also 
true for Luke. In Luke 24:49, the promise of the Fa- 
ther—the “power from on high”—is given with the 
purpose of enabling the disciples to witness. After 
this promise is given, Luke depicts the departure or 
ascension of Jesus in the familiar OT imagery of Eli- 
jah in 2 Kgs 2:11. Shortly after the departure of 
Jesus, the Holy Spirit comes. In both John and 
Luke, the exaltation of Jesus is conveyed through 
the ascension, and, for both, the giving of the Holy 
Spirit occurs as a result. In the rest of the NT, Jesus’ 
resurrection is indistinguishable from his exalted 
status, nor is there any support for making two 
separate events out of the resurrection and the ex- 
altation of Jesus. For example, in Acts 2:32-33 and 
5:30-31, Rom 8:34, Col 3:1, Phil 2:8-9, Eph 1:19-20, 
1 Tim 3:16, and 1 Pet 3:21—22 there is a linking to- 
gether of Christ’s resurrection with his exaltation.1°4 

The ascension of Jesus, especially in Luke, is 
meant not so much to account for the location of 
Jesus’ resurrection body, as Lampe would have it, 
as to illustrate graphically that in the resurrection 
Jesus had been exalted and the promise of the Spirit 
had been assured. While elsewhere in the NT, the 
exaltation appears to be interchangeable with the 
resurrection of Jesus, in Luke and John there is a 
theological rather than a historical difference be- 
tween resurrection and ascension. 

Yet another question concerns the time of the 
ascension in Luke. This has to do with the appar- 
ent discrepancy between Luke 24 on the one hand, 
where the ascension takes place late on the same 
day as the resurrection, and Acts on the other, 
where the giving of the Holy Spirit occurs only 


after “forty days” of repeated appearances. The 
number forty is a special “holy” number that is 
probably not to be taken literally. Notice, for in- 
stance, the many times in the Scriptures where this 
number is found: the “forty days and nights” of 
rains on the earth in the days of Noah, Moses’ 
“forty days” on Mount Sinai, the Israelites’ “forty 
years” in the wilderness, Elijah’s “forty days” at 
Mount Horeb, and the “forty days” of Jesus’ temp- 
tation in Luke. The recurrence of these numbers 
throughout the Scriptures suggests that something 
more than a literal forty days is intended. Ander- 
son finds theological significance in the forty days, 
which according to him represent for Luke a spe- 
cial “holy interval” in sacred history, in which the 
apostles would be prepared by the coming of the 
Holy Spirit for their forthcoming task of witness. 
O’Collins, however, believes that the mention of 
the forty days in Acts 1:3 is Luke’s attempt, like 
John’s and Paul’s, to link the resurrection of Christ 
and the coming of the Holy Spirit: “His ‘forty days’ 
helps to ensure that his readers will understand 
Pentecost as the extension of Easter and the mani- 
fest outpouring of the Holy Spirit as the gift of the 
risen Christ.”!°° But if this is so, why does Luke 
stop at forty days? Why not fifty days to coincide 
with Pentecost? Anderson argues that the forty 
days mentioned in Acts 1:3 suggests that there was 
also a “specific and limited time for the Resurrec- 
tion appearances.”107 After a period of time, how- 
ever long it was, the kind of appearances experi- 
enced by the disciples terminated. This is supported 
by the Easter tradition in 1 Cor 15:3-8, in which 
Paul says that the kind of experiences that the ear- 
liest witnesses experienced ceased after a definite 
period of time, that is, with Paul’s Damascus road 
experience. If the forty days are to be taken liter- 
ally, then there is a clear discrepancy between 
Luke 24 and Acts 1 regarding the length of the ap- 
pearances and the time of the ascension. But if the 
number forty is a holy number, as Anderson 
claims, we may be able to resolve the conflict. The 
number forty is not repeated in Acts in reference to 
the length of the appearances (see 10:41; 13:31), but 
since the presence and power of God are referred to 
in all the places where the number forty occurs in 
Scripture (even in the temptation story of Luke 
4:1-2), this is also the likely intention of Luke in 
Acts 1:3. 


Another explanation of the discrepancy be- 
tween the length of the appearances in Luke 24 
and that in Acts 1 may lie in a change of Luke’s 
purpose in the two instances. In Luke 24, Jesus ap- 
parently offers a final appearance to the disciples, 
the purpose of which is to indicate the cessation of 
his resurrection appearances and to focus on his 
commission to the disciples. He then departs in a 
very graphic manner—he is “carried up into heaven.” 
The point is that the appearances as such cease 
and that the disciples are to look forward to a new 
manifestation of the presence of God in their midst: 
“And see, I am sending upon you what my Father 
promised; so stay here in the city until you have 
been clothed with power from on high” (v. 49). In 
Acts 1:1-5, however, Luke gives a summary of the 
contents of the first volume of his two-volume 
work. He restates the climactic ending of his Gospel 
so the reader does not forget the point of the Gospel 
as he starts the second volume. The number forty 
in v. 3 probably indicates that Luke was focusing 
on the presence of God in the appearances, rather 
than upon their length. In vv. 6-11, Luke also de- 
scribes the ascension as a means of terminating the 
appearances in order to prepare the way for the 
coming of the Holy Spirit, the evangelistic ministry 
of the church, and the future return of Christ to the 
earth to establish his kingdom. Luke has not elimi- 
nated the apocalyptic nature of the kingdom while 
emphasizing the ministry of the Spirit (or, rather, 
the “power from on high”) to evangelize. The king- 
dom is still coming, but the timing of it is not for 
the disciples to know. They are assured of it, how- 
ever, by the promise of the return of the risen 
Christ (v. 11). Elsewhere, Luke speaks of the tempo- 
rary abeyance of the kingdom, not its elimination 
(Luke 19:11-27). 

Luke teaches that the risen Jesus is the exalted 
Lord even before his final departure. The last ap- 
pearance, described in Luke 24:51 and repeated in 
Acts 1:8-11, indicates the cessation of all such ap- 
pearances and points to the new continuing pres- 
ence and power of God in the church through the 
Holy Spirit and also to the importance of the 
church’s mission. The dominant theme, however, 
is the exaltation of Jesus in the resurrection; the 
disciples, getting the idea, worshipped him in Luke 
24:52. 

The ascension story was essentially the early 
church's understanding of the meaning of the res- 
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urrection of Jesus. In his resurrection, he was ex- 
alted, glorified, and made worthy of worship and 
service. All of the appearances are of the exalted, 
glorified Lord. John’s story of the ascension empha- 
sizes that Jesus, the risen Lord, is glorified in his 
resurrection (7:39) and worthy of worship (20:17-28). 
Although John and Luke appear to place the ascen- 
sion of Jesus in different positions (between the first 
and second appearances vs. after the last), they 
do—according to this reconstruction—agree on 
the broad sequence of the primary events of Easter: 
resurrection, ascension, and the giving of the Holy 
Spirit. The chronology and substance of the ascen- 
sion story for both John and Luke are not as impor- 
tant as the fact that it points to the exaltation of 
Jesus in his resurrection. 


E. The Nature of the Resurrection 
Appearances 


One of the most significant problems regarding 
the post-Easter appearances has to do with the na- 
ture of these manifestations. An interesting side- 
light in the resurrection narratives is John’s view of 
the self-raising of Jesus. This is not clearly ex- 
pressed in the other Gospels, but John is unambigu- 
ous in stating that Jesus raised himself from the 
dead (cf. 2:19, 21; 10:17-18). John is the first NT 
writer to present the resurrection of Jesus in this 
manner, as the earliest Christian preaching argues 
that he “has been raised” (1 Cor 15:20) and that it 
was God who raised him up (Acts 2:24, 32). The 
most important issue related to the appearances, 
however, is not whether Jesus was self-raised but 
what the nature of the resurrection appearances 
was. Were they subjective visions or hallucinations 
born out of the faith of the earliest disciples in their 
departed Lord (or their collective guilt), as some 
claim, or were they actually manifestations of one 
who had died and who then was raised from death 
to life a short time later? If the latter, was the na- 
ture of Jesus’ aliveness after death one of physical 
dimensions, or was it primarily of a visionary or 
spiritual nature? Those who reject the possibility of 
the supernatural intervention of God in human af- 
fairs tend to highlight the confusing nature of the 
Easter narratives and conclude that it is not pos- 
sible to know precisely what happened in the resur- 
rection of Jesus. Was the idea of Jesus being raised 
only a manifestation of the apostles’ faith? Did they 
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have some strange hallucinations after his death? 
Most of what we will discuss here goes beyond the 
strict limitations of the historical method, but not 
beyond exegetical inquiry. 

Ltidemann rejects the view that the tomb of 
Jesus was empty. He contends, rather, that the 
whole Easter experience was psychologically self- 
induced, first by a visionary experience of Peter in 
Galilee that led to an “incomparable chain reac- 
tion,” then later by a similar experience of Paul. 
From these two primary visionary experiences, he 
claims that Easter faith began. Using A.D. 33 as the 
year of Paul’s conversion, he locates all of the ap- 
pearances between A.D. 30 (the time of the death 
of Jesus) and A.D. 33 (Paul’s conversion), !°8 From 
his own historical reconstruction, he is led, how- 
ever, “to the insight that the structural character- 
istics of the Easter experience . . . of the forgive- 
ness of sins, the experience of life, the experience of 
eternity, are contained in the words and story of 
Jesus. So we have to say that before Easter, every- 
thing that was finally recognized after Easter was 
already present.”!0? 

In fairness to those scholars who have dealt 
with the serious problems in the resurrection nar- 
ratives, the majority have still affirmed the resur- 
rection of Jesus as an event of history, but they 
have frequently given simple answers to what are 
often very difficult and complex questions. Some 
scholars, affirming the resurrection of Jesus, never- 
theless deny that his body was raised from the 
grave. They continue to affirm that he was alive 
even after death but speak of “objective visions”: 
Jesus was alive after his death and manifested 
his aliveness to his disciples in a way that was 
unmistaken to them, but his body decomposed 
somewhere in Palestine. They claim that his resur- 
rection was of a different sort from the physical res- 
urrection or resuscitation described in the Gospels, 
especially in Luke 24:39-43, They note that the 
terms used by Paul to describe his experience with 
the risen Christ are normally used to depict vision- 
ary experiences. Thus, if all the testimony that we 
have on the nature of the appearances came from 
Paul or the book of Acts, then we might well con- 
clude that Paul’s experience, which he puts on a 
par with that of the other disciples (1 Cor 9:1; 
15:5-8), was a visionary one. 

Before we look at this position, however, we 
must first note that the two verbs used most fre- 


quently in the NT in reference to the resurrection of 
Jesus are €yeipetv (egeirein) and av.otdvat (anistanai), 
both of which appear in earlier intertestamental lit- 
erature. Eye(petv was used very little in secular 
Greek for the resurrection of the dead, probably be- 
cause most ancient Greeks did not believe in a 
bodily resurrection, and instead referred most often 
to an awakening (see Eph 5:14), lifting up, or rais- 
ing. "Avtotdvat was sometimes also used for rais- 
ing of the dead, but its use is not always clear. C. F. 
Evans believes that the NT understanding of resur- 
rection is better conveyed by the words “to live,” 
“to make alive,” and “to glorify”: 


The resurrection of Christ is a living after death, and 
the conquest of death, so that he has dominion over 
all men (Rom, 14:9), and being the conquest of sin is 
a life lived permanently to God (Rom. 6:13; 14:8f.; II 
Cor. 13:4; Phil. 1:21; Col. 3:1f.), and who will be 
“made alive” (see Cworotet in John 5:21). Since the 
word “glory” is the biblical word which comes near- 
est to expressing the being and nature of God him- 
self, it is inevitably connected with the thought of 
resurrection as entry into the divine life. 


A belief in the resurrection from the dead was 
not universally accepted by Jews in the time of 
Jesus. This is illustrated in the NT by the debates 
over the resurrection between the Pharisees and 
the Sadducees (Acts 23:7-8; see sec. 2, above). Still, 
there seems to have been a general understanding 
and acceptance of varying notions of the resurrec- 
tion of the dead by a significant number of Jews 
during this time. 

Paul’s use of the verb @bOn (dphthé, “ap- 
peared”) in 1 Cor 15:5-8 has been judged by some 
scholars to be a technical term used primarily of a 
vision from God in biblical writings.!"! The term, if 
used in this technical sense, might, then, imply 
that what the early witnesses to the appearances 
experienced was a vision or some special revelation 
from God. When we compare other passages in 
Paul that do not emphasize the physical nature of 
the appearances (Gal 1:15-17; 1 Cor 9:1; Phil 3:8; 2 
Cor 4:6; 12:2—4), it is understandable that some in- 
terpreters might conclude that the earliest appear- 
ances were visionary in nature and that only after 
the Gospels began circulating did this notion 
change. This interpretation allows for the body of 
Jesus to have decomposed somewhere in Palestine 
(the absence of the body from the tomb is explained 
in natural terms—someone stole the body, the dis- 
ciples went to the wrong tomb—or its emptiness is 
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denied altogether) yet still maintains that the dis- 
ciples experienced something—a vision from God— 
that initiated their Easter faith. 

Since Paul says that he, like all the apostles, ex- 
perienced an appearance of the risen Lord (1 Cor 
9:1), some scholars have argued that 1 Cor 15:3-8, 
the earliest verses in the NT on the resurrection ap- 
pearances, indicates that the nature of all of the ap- 
pearances of Christ was visionary. They claim that 
in later-developing traditions such as the Gospels, 
the church, because of its apologetic needs, recast 
the resurrection appearances in a more concrete 
form, as in Luke and John. The verb d67 and its 
various forms, however, are not so much technical 
terms as neutral terms simply denoting sight. The 
use of this aorist passive indicative of 6paw (horad, 
“see”) in both Matt 17:3 and Luke 9:31 leaves open 
the question of the form of seeing. There is no single 
kind of use of &6n in biblical or extrabiblical liter- 
ature, and it appears that any arguments on the 
nature or form of the appearances are unwar- 
ranted if based on this term alone. Even Bultmann, 
who believed that the disciples experienced halluci- 
nations or subjective visions, writes that “neither 
vision nor objective fact can be deduced from the 
‘was seen.’ "!!2 Michaelis’s summary of his investi- 
gation of the various uses of d6n, especially in 1 
Cor 15, is worthy of note: 


It thus seems that when 607 is used as a t.t. [tech- 
nical term] to denote the resurrection appearances 
there is no primary emphasis on seeing as sensual or 
mental perception. The dominant thought is that the 
appearances are revelations, encounters with the 
risen Lord who herein reveals Himself or is revealed, 
cf. Gal. 1:16... . The relation of &6n in I Cor. 15:5ff. 
to the act of 9:1 does not involve a simple replacing of 
the act by the corresponding form. If so, the signifi- 
cance attached to seeing would be the same in both 
instances. The important point about w&@n with the 
dative, however, is that the one who constitutes the 
subject is the one who acts, i.e., appears, shows him- 
self, with no special emphasis on the resultant ac- 
tion of the person in the dative, namely that he 
sees or perceives. dOn Kya [“he appeared to 
Cephas”] etc., does not mean in the first instance 
that they saw Him, with an emphasis on seeing, e.g., 
in contrast to hearing. It means rather: map€éotnoev 
abtol €avtov Cavta [“he himself stood among them 
living”] (cf. Acts 1:3), or even better: 6 6€0¢ 
anekddvuev adtov év abtois [“God revealed him 
among them”] (Gal. 1:16). He encountered them as 
risen, living Lord; they experienced His presence. In 
the last resort even active forms like €dpaxa in I Cor. 
9:1 mean the same thing. 
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Liidemann, while agreeing with the “objective 
vision” view of scholars on the visionary nature of 
the appearances, rejects their objective nature. He 
claims that Paul’s own writings indicate that the 
resurrection appearances were visionary experiences 
rather than a real sighting of a risen Jesus (Gal 
1:15-16; Phil 3:8; 2 Cor 4:6; 12:1-10). He bases this 
conclusion on his interpretation of the visionary 
type of experiences mentioned in Acts (9:1-19; 
22:4-16; 26:9-18), as well as those of Paul.!!4 
Liidemann says that these visions were subjectively 
induced because of Paul’s guilt over persecuting 
the followers of Jesus and an “inner personal in- 
ability which depth psychology has established to 
be a frequent cause of aggressive behavior.”!> He 
concludes the same for Peter. Peter was guilt-laden 
because of his denial of Jesus but, under the impact 
of Jesus’ preaching and death and through an ap- 
pearance of the “Risen Christ,” accepted God’s for- 
giveness, which was already present in the earlier 
ministry and activity of Jesus (e.g., Mark 2:5). The 
other visions (e.g., 1 Cor 15:5-8) were also produced 
through mass psychosis or hysteria. As a result, 
God must no longer be considered the author of 
these visions; rather, “they were psychological pro- 
cesses which ran their course with a degree of reg- 
ularity—complete without divine intervention.”!!® 

Much of the confusion on the nature of the res- 
urrection appearances stems from the fact that 
Paul does not describe his encounter with the risen 
Lord in the traditional concrete terms found in the 
Gospels and does not mention the empty-tomb tra- 
dition. Luke describes Paul’s encounter with the 
risen Christ as a “light from heaven” (o@¢ ék Tot 
ovpavod, phds ek tou ouranou; Acts 9:3; 22:6; 26:13) 
accompanied by a “voice” (dwvy, phone; 9:4; 22:7; 
26:14) intelligible only to Paul. In Acts 26:19 this 
encounter is described as a “heavenly appearing” 
(ti) odpavio ontacia, té ouranid optasia), The 
ontaota (optasia) here is not necessarily a vision, 
since Luke’s normal word for “vision” is 6mtTapa 
(hoptama; see Acts 10:17) and the normal under- 
standing of Omtaota is of a nonvisionary appear- 
ance.!!” There is no justification, then, for basing 
an understanding of visionary appearances solely 
on the use of d8n. Nevertheless, if all we had was 
the testimony of Paul regarding his experience with 
the risen Lord (Gal 1:14) and the witness of Acts 
(9:3; 22:6; 26:13), we would be hard pressed to 
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speak of more than a visionary encounter with the 
risen Lord. 

What, therefore, can we conclude about the 
nature or form of the resurrection appearances for 
Paul? His argument in 1 Cor 15:42-54 indicates 
that in the resurrection of the body there is a trans- 
formed corporeality. Although the presence of 
Christ in the appearances seems nonvisionary in 
the Gospels, there are, as Michaelis contends, no 
adequate categories of human seeing to explain 
them. He concludes that the appearances should be 
described as “manifestations in the sense of revela- 
tion rather than making visible.”!!8 There is no evi- 
dence that Paul either rejected a bodily resurrection 
of Jesus or believed that the resurrected body was 
to be simply equated with the physical body of 
flesh. Paul believed, rather, that the Christian’s res- 
urrection would be like that of Jesus the Christ 
(Rom 8:9-11; Phil 3:21), and he argued that it 
would be a transformed bodily resurrection for the 
believer (1 Cor 15:52-54). 

One of the main objections to the “objective vi- 
sion” proposal is that this understanding of the res- 
urrection appearances reduces the basis of Chris- 
tian faith to the testimony of a few individuals who 
experienced little more than a vision. It is often said 
in response that such objections result from a fail- 
ure to understand the nature of Christian faith, 
that is, that it involves risk and cannot seek refuge 
in the security of demonstrable facts. These objec- 
tions come from those who, according to Lampe, 
seek guarantees for faith; God, on the other hand, 
“makes his activity known to faith, and faith is not 
compatible with unmistakable proofs.”119 Faith is 
indeed faith rather than sight, and Christian faith 
cannot advance beyond the faith of the earliest 
Christian disciples, nor can it verify the validity of 
the testimonies of those disciples through historical 
methodology. But is the only alternative the one 
that Lampe has suggested? 

It is true that Paul’s experience with the risen 
Lord seems to be best described by the word “vi- 
sion,” as is indeed the case in Acts 26:19. But were 
all the appearances like this? Because the same 
term, j@n, is used for all of the appearances in 1 
Cor 15:4-8, does it follow that anything more than 
Paul’s claim to have encountered the same Lord 
was intended? Could the disciples have experienced 
the risen Lord through a bodily appearance while 
Paul experienced a visionary one? Could Paul’s ref- 


erence to being like one “untimely born” in 15:8 in- 
dicate some difference in his encounter with the 
risen Christ? This explanation is mere speculation, 
of course, and in the rush to dissociate Paul’s expe- 
rience from that of the other disciples, making their 
experience more concrete, it may fail to recognize 
the character of the appearances of Jesus to the dis- 
ciples even in the Gospels. It is interesting to note 
in passing that Paul lists more appearances than 
do the evangelists (1 Cor 15:5-8). 

A few observations need to be made for an- 
other kind of experience on the part of those who 
first saw the risen Lord. First of all, in the Gospels 
there is the peculiar problem that some of the dis- 
ciples fail to recognize Jesus in his appearances to 
them. It is quite possible that the revelatory nature 
of the appearances is the reason that among the 
disciples “some doubted” after they saw the risen 
Lord (Matt 28:17), even though Matthew does not 
mention directly any difficulty in recognizing the 
Risen One as Jesus of Nazareth. In Luke’s story 
(24:30-34) about the appearance of Jesus to the 
disciples on the road to Emmaus, Jesus was not rec- 
ognized by two of his followers until he broke bread 
with them and departed. Only then did they know 
who he was. In the following appearance to the 
rest of the disciples, Jesus had to demonstrate to 
them that he was not a ghost or a spirit but a real 
being made up of flesh and bones and able to eat 
fish (vv. 37-43). In John 20:14-16, Mary did not at 
first recognize Jesus until he spoke her name. The 
Johannine “appendix” is quite similar here as well; 
it is only after a miracle is performed that the be- 
loved disciple recognizes that the one standing on 
the beach is Jesus the risen Lord (21:4-7). Even 
John’s story of Jesus’ appearance to the disciples, 
without Thomas, suggests the need for Jesus to 
show some sign to prove that he was the same as 
the one who was crucified (20:20). 

Fuller believes that the witnesses’ difficulty in 
recognizing Jesus is a sign that his appearances 
were not “this-worldly occurrences” but were of a 
revelatory nature, perceived only by those whose 
eyes were open to such things.!2° This is often 
overlooked by those who search for physical mani- 
festations of the risen Lord in the Gospels. It is 
true that Luke takes the time to describe Jesus’ res- 
urrection appearances in a more physical way 
(24:37-42), but his purpose for doing so is to dispel 
the notion that Jesus was merely a spirit (vv. 37, 


39). Jesus’ ability to disappear (v. 31) and then to 
reappear (v. 36) might lead some early Christians 
to conclude that only a spirit was in their midst, 
but Luke emphasizes that this was not so; Jesus’ 
new mode of existence was bodily but not limited 
by the physical realm of this-worldly existence. 
John, who along with Luke describes the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus in a very concrete fashion, also depicts 
the risen Jesus as having no physical limitations in 
his bodily existence. In John 20:19 the disciples are 
huddled together in a house where “the doors were 
locked,” yet Jesus comes in and stands in their 
midst, evidently passing through the walls or doors. 
This seems especially clear in the appearance to 
Thomas eight days later: “Although the doors were 
shut, Jesus came and stood among them” (v. 26). 
Yet it is only in the Thomas story that an invitation 
is given by Jesus to touch his hands and side. Evi- 
dently the new mode of existence of the resurrected 
Lord was not simply spirit but a new mode of 
bodily existence that was not governed by the limi- 
tations of the physical body, even though it could 
be identified with it (vv. 20, 27). In Matt 28:2-6, the 
stone is rolled away by the angel of the Lord not to 
let Jesus out but to let the women in! Jesus was al- 
ready out, evidently having come through the 
walls of the tomb. On the other hand, Matthew 
shows that the risen Lord can be touched as well as 
heard (vv. 9-10). But even then, after receiving an 
appearance from the risen Jesus, “some doubted” 
(v.17). 

The problems of doubt, and the difficulties in 
the initial recognition of Jesus in some of the narra- 
tives, may be due to the revelatory and unique na- 
ture of the appearances. The resurrection of Jesus 
was a bodily one, yet beyond the normal under- 
standing of that term. Doubt that Jesus was raised 
from the dead (see esp. Matt 28:17; Luke 24:11, 
38-42; John 20:24—29; Mark 16:12-14) is a common 
theme in the appearance narratives. In Matthew’s 
story, those who doubted did so after the appear- 
ance of Jesus, while John 20:26-29 points to Jesus’ 
rebuke of those who refused to believe the reports 
that he was indeed alive. In Matthew, the doubt is 
not rebuked but is evidently dismissed with Jesus’ 
reference to his own authority. Perhaps, as Ander- 
son suggests, the “doubt” mentioned in Matthew 
reflects the questionings of the later church “about 
a new Easter certainty and conviction.”!2! It is 
likely that the other narratives that mention this 
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element of doubt do so with the subsequent, 
developing church in mind. Thomas is probably 
representative of the doubting element in the church 
(John 20:24—29). Perhaps some of the many differ- 
ences in the resurrection appearances should be 
understood in this context. Each of the evangelists, 
in his own way, seeks to establish continuity be- 
tween the crucified Jesus and the risen Lord. He 
who died is the same as he who has appeared to his 
followers—but doubt lingers in some, and this 
may well be due to the revelatory nature of the 
appearances. 

Some scholars, especially Bultmann, have ar- 
gued that Paul’s failure to mention the empty tomb 
in 1 Cor 15:3-8 demonstrates his ignorance of it, 
and this has led them to emphasize the discontinu- 
ity between the Gospel narratives and Paul. The ar- 
gument is that since 1 Corinthians was written first 
and does not have a reference to an empty-tomb 
tradition, the later Gospel narratives, which do 
have such a story, must have added something to 
the original story that was more relevant to the 
needs of a later generation of Christians. But even 
if the Gospels seem to indicate that the appearances 
of Jesus were physical in nature, or at least bodily 
(Luke 24:39; John 20:26), they also point to the re- 
velatory nature of those appearances. In the Gos- 
pels, as well as in Paul, we can see that the ap- 
pearances of Jesus were not just physical manifes- 
tations but were of a different order than has been 
generally understood. It may also be suggested that 
since this is not as clear in the Gospels as it appears 
in Paul, the Gospels should be understood in light 
of Paul’s commentary in 1 Cor 15 on the nature of 
the resurrected body (vv. 35-55). There the exegete 
is more aware of a new mode of bodily existence in 
the resurrection than is apparent in the Gospels by 
themselves. But even without 1 Cor 15, a careful 
look at the Gospels demonstrates that far more 
than a mere physical resuscitation was involved in 
the resurrection of Jesus. 

The ascension story in Luke says that the ap- 
pearances of Jesus ceased after a period of time and 
that, whatever their nature, they were encoun- 
tered by only a select few. In Acts 1:21—25, the basis 
for the selection of an apostolic replacement was in 
part his being a witness to the appearances of Jesus. 
Paul determines that these kinds of experiences 
concluded with his encounter with the risen Lord 
(1 Cor 15:8). What is common in all of these stories 
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is that the apostles experienced something that 
transformed their lives but also ceased to occur 
after a relatively short period of time. 

Paul reflects a spiritual or revelatory encounter 
with the risen Lord, but he also speaks of the bodily 
nature of the resurrection of Jesus (see Rom 8:9-11; 
Phil 3:21). We have seen the same in the Gospels. 
The nature of the resurrected body and therefore 
the nature of the manifestations to the disciples 
were spiritual-bodily (transformed-bodily) appear- 
ances, of whatever sort that may be. In Paul, the 
“old body” of flesh was transformed and incorpo- 
rated into the new. How this was done, or what the 
results were for Jesus or for his future followers, re- 
mains a mystery. It is significant that all of the NT 
information surrounding the Easter event coincides 
with the view of a transformed-bodily resurrection 
appearance. The empty tomb supports the conclu- 
sion that the resurrection was bodily, and the vari- 
ous reports of Jesus’ going through doors or sud- 
denly appearing and vanishing support the conten- 
tion that the appearances were significantly more 
than mere physical manifestations. The reports on 
the locations of the resurrection appearances might 
also support this thesis. There were no contempo- 
rary parallels to this kind of a manifestation, nor 
indeed are there any today. The resurrection ap- 
pearances of Jesus were unique and revelatory and 
are recorded as such in the NT. Transformed-bodily 
resurrection appearances appear to answer the 
questions about the nature of the event itself and 
may be the key to understanding their various lo- 
cations (Jerusalem, Galilee, Damascus road). The 
appearances were not a product of the disciples’ 
faith but, rather, of the activity of God; this best ac- 
counts for the many differences in the Easter tradi- 
tions regarding the nature of Jesus’ resurrection 
from the grave. 

Despite Liidemann’s challenges,“ it is gener- 
ally agreed that a Christian confesses faith in the 
risen Christ, and one of the oldest confessions of 
faith in the NT, Rom 10:9, supports this claim. That 
confession may be stated more precisely by saying 
that a Christian confesses that Jesus of Nazareth, 
who is the Christ of faith, actually rose from the 
dead. The physiological, spiritual, or psychological 
nature of that event, however, is no clearer to the 
person of Christian faith than it is to the critical 
historian, since it now lies beyond the experience, 
knowledge, and scope of inquiry of each. The histo- 
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rian may claim that something happened, and the 
Christian may claim to know what that something 
was (a resurrection from the dead), but how it hap- 
pened escapes both. Whatever a transformed-bodily 
resurrection is cannot be known, since it was a 
unique event of history and is without parallel in 
human experience. In the NT, this is a revelatory 
event without parallel, and though it is possible to 
speak of a transformed corporeality with regard to 
the resurrection of Jesus, it is by no means clear 
what exactly is meant by it. There are no adequate 
human expressions available for a description of 
this event, though for the Christian that inexperi- 
ence of the “beyond” is only temporary (Rom 8:11; 
Phil 3:21). 


F. A Summary of the Events of Easter 


From our discussion of the Easter traditions, 
the following conclusions may be suggested. The 
evangelists are agreed that after Jesus was cruci- 
fied, he was buried by Joseph of Arimathea in a 
tomb near the city of Jerusalem on the day of prep- 
aration (Friday) as the Sabbath was approaching. 
When the Sabbath was over, a group of women 
from Galilee (or perhaps just Mary) came to the 
tomb where Jesus was buried to pay final respects 
to their departed Lord. Upon reaching the tomb, 
however, it was found to be empty; this was re- 
ported by the women, perhaps with an assurance 
of the empty tomb’s significance, to the disciples 
who were still in Jerusalem, possibly in hiding. 
Some of the disciples, or perhaps just Peter, exam- 
ined the tomb after hearing the report and con- 
firmed that the tomb was in fact empty. This caused 
questioning among the disciples, but as yet their 
faith was still uncertain, and so they returned to 
Galilee. It is not clear how soon after the discovery 
of the empty tomb they returned, but in Galilee 
Jesus appeared to the disciples, reestablishing their 
faith and giving them their call to missionary ser- 
vice. If there were no appearances in Galilee, it is 
difficult to understand why the disciples ever came 
back to Jerusalem, unless with Moule one is pre- 
pared to say that their return was due to the next 
pilgrim feast.!23 Regardless, it is likely that they re- 
turned to Jerusalem after experiencing in Galilee an 
appearance from the risen Jesus. Jesus’ final ap- 
pearance(s) to the disciples may have been in Jeru- 
salem or just outside Jerusalem, but this is not 


certain. If the location of the appearances is not 
clear in the Easter narratives, the fact that Jesus 
was raised from the dead and appeared to the dis- 
ciples is. Belief in Jesus’ resurrection from the dead 
and the conviction that he had indeed appeared to 
the disciples after his resurrection became the pri- 
mary thrust of the earliest Christian preaching. 

There is no doubt about the earliest Christians’ 
belief in the resurrection of Jesus, but the nature of 
his resurrection is still not clear. It is true that the 
empty tomb pointed to the mode of his resurrec- 
tion, that it was bodily but not with the physical 
limitations characteristic of human beings. It is not 
yet possible to be dogmatic on the nature of the res- 
urrection appearances. In the Gospels, the resur- 
rected Jesus is seen walking through closed doors 
and appearing and disappearing at will, leaving an 
element of doubt in the ability of the disciples to 
recognize him. This, along with the manner in 
which the Acts describes Paul’s encounter with the 
risen Lord on the Damascus road, as well as the 
language that Paul himself uses to describe that ex- 
perience (1 Cor 15:5-8; Gal 1:15-16), suggests that 
the appearances were more than simple physical 
manifestations yet also more than mere visionary 
experiences. The multiplicity of these experiences 
in the NT indicates that there is much more to 
them than mere subjective experiences, mass hys- 
teria or hallucinations. For these reasons, we con- 
clude that the appearances of Jesus were “revela- 
tory” or “revelational” and that thereby they retain 
something of the unique and mysterious character 
that surrounds them in the NT narratives. 


G. Concluding Comments on the Easter 
Narratives 


Although Luke records no appearance of Jesus 
to the women as do Matthew (28:9-10) and John 
(20:11-18), it is difficult to see what is disclosed in 
Matthew's and John’s narration of such an appear- 
ance that is not discernible in Luke’s story of the 
two angels at the tomb. Matthew’s account of the 
appearance of Jesus to the women adds little to the 
story already told by the angel (28:5-7), unless its 
purpose is to indicate to the women that, in their 
ability to touch Jesus’ feet, they were encountering 
a “real” person.'** This point is also clear, how- 
ever, in the angelic message, and it is difficult to see 
why Matthew adds this appearance unless there 
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was a strong tradition circulating in his region that 
Jesus had appeared to the women in Jerusalem. 
The similar passage in John where Jesus appears to 
Mary also seems to be a very early tradition. John 
completely negates the message of the angels to 
Mary in favor of having the disclosure of the meaning 
of the empty tomb come from the risen Lord himself. 

Matthew and John agree that Jesus appeared to 
the women (or woman) at the tomb and even that 
they touched Jesus (Matt 28:9) or Mary attempted to 
do so (or did? cf. John 20:17). The basic difference is 
John’s use of the tradition to illustrate a theological 
truth, the exaltation of Jesus in his resurrection from 
the dead. Nevertheless, Matthew’s reference to the 
women worshipping the risen Christ (28:9) may not 
be far from John’s focus. Could this be the same rea- 
son behind John’s story of the grave clothes (20:3-10; 
cf. Luke 24:12)? In all four Gospels there are also ref- 
erences to an appearance of Jesus to the disciples, or 
at least the promise of an appearance to them (Mark 
16:7), so there is little doubt that all of the evangelists 
accepted this tradition as true. 

Dodd finds that the typical appearance pattern 
(see beginning of sec. 5, above) in John’s and Luke’s 
narratives probably suggests some mutual depend- 
ence upon a common tradition rather than upon 
each other.!” He distinguishes this tradition from 
folklore and believes that the story shows itself to 
be original and “has something indefinably first 
hand about it,” which he says is a “reflective, sub- 
tle, most delicate approach to the depths of human 
experience. nize 

An issue that is worthy of comment here is the 
Gospel references to the resurrection of Jesus as a 
fulfillment of Scripture, such as in Luke’s and John’s 
resurrection narratives (e.g., Luke 24:27, 46ff.; Acts 
2:25-36; 13:32-37; John 20:9) and in the resurrec- 
tion tradition in 1 Cor 15:3-4. Part of the difficulty 
here is determining which Scriptures each writer 
had in mind. The evangelists likely had in mind the 
texts most commonly used in the earliest Christian 
preaching. These include Deut 18:15 (the prophet 
like unto Moses), Psalms 22 and 69 (the Passion 
Psalms), Psalm 110 (the exaltation of Christ to the 
right hand of God), and Isa 42 and 53 (Jesus as the 
Servant of God).!2” These passages do not indicate 
that the early church expected the resurrection of 
Jesus because of its interpretation of the Scriptures. 
Rather, the resurrection of Jesus took them by sur- 
prise. The early Christians were concerned, Leaney 
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concludes, “to find some scripture to fit a fact, and 
were far from inventing a fact to fit a scripture.”!28 
There is little doubt that Jesus powerfully influ- 
enced the early Christians’ understanding of the 
Scriptures. The importance of the Scriptures in the 
thinking of all Jews probably encouraged the early 
Christians to establish the resurrection of Jesus se- 
curely in their Scriptures; conversely, the signifi- 
cance of the resurrection of Jesus for the early 
church drove it to the Jewish Scriptures to justify 
its claim that the risen Christ was the agent of 
God’s redemption. 

That Luke, John, and Paul appealed to Scrip- 
ture, which they argued foretold the resurrection of 
Jesus, is more correctly seen as an indication that 
the early Christians’ understanding of the Scrip- 
tures was radically altered by their encounter with 
the risen Christ. This apologetic use of Scripture ex- 
isted well before Paul referred to it in 1 Cor 15:3-5.!29 
Nevertheless, it was difficult for the church to find 
scriptural support for its understanding of the res- 
urrection of Jesus, since, as C. F. Evans writes, “res- 
urrection is certainly not something which could 
have been arrived at by reflection on the OT. He 80 
vague are the references to resurrection in the OT 
that, apart from the resurrection of Jesus actually 
taking place, it is difficult to account for the cen- 
trality of the resurrection in the thinking of the 
early church. The early church’s attempts to estab- 
lish the resurrection of Jesus in its Scriptures point 
to the great significance that the event had in its 
community but also to the difficulty of locating the 
origins of resurrection faith in anything other than 
the Easter event itself. Apart from Christians’ strong 
belief that Jesus had in fact been raised from the 
dead, there appears to be no good reason for such 
attempts to use the Scriptures in this matter, not 
even the significant role that they played in the 
early development of the church. 

Finally, we have not discussed any of the so- 
called transposed resurrection narratives. It has 
long been supposed by some interpreters that the 
Gospel reports of Jesus’ remarkable activity during 
his earthly ministry are nothing more than trans- 
posed resurrection stories. These passages include: 
(1) the miraculous draft of fishes (Luke 5:1-11), (2) 
the stilling of the storm (Mark 4:35-41), (3) the 
walking on the water (Mark 6:45-52), (4) the feed- 
ing of the multitude (Mark 6:32—44; 8:1-10), (5) the 
transfiguration (Mark 9:2-8), and (6) the “you are 


Peter” saying (Matt 16:17-19). The arguments for 
calling such passages resurrection encounters with 
the risen Jesus are not convincing, however. Not 
only do these supposed appearance stories fail to 
conform to the usual appearance pattern mentioned 
above, the motives of the evangelists in doing so 
are unclear. What different purpose would they 
serve by being transposed, as opposed to being 
where they are? The arguments of those who con- 
tinue to make these assertions are unconvincing, 
and so we have omitted any significant discussion 
of them. Long ago Dodd effectively answered the 
arguments for such conclusions, 


6. CONCLUSION 


While it is not possible to treat equally all of the 
many issues related to the resurrection of Jesus, we 
have given considerable attention to some of the 
most important. For those interested in pursuing 
further the study of the resurrection of Jesus, we 
offer these suggestions. 

It is important to be mindful that the evangelists’ 
theologies had a significant role in their selection and 
shaping of their Easter proclamations, just as their 
theologies shaped the rest of their Gospels. An exami- 
nation of the phenomena occurring at the death and 
resurrection of Jesus—for example, earthquakes, the 
tearing of the temple curtain, bodies going through 
the streets of Jerusalem, confessions of faith, darkness 
over the land, the length of the appearances of Jesus 
after his resurrection, the ascension story in Luke 
and John—leads one to raise the question of the 
evangelists’ intentions, and whether and to what ex- 
tent those intentions helped shape the traditions that 
they received. In any study of the Gospels, just as it is 
important not to overtranslate the text and import 
foreign theology into the text, it is equally important 
to avoid undertranslation or saying less than the 
evangelists intended to say. Although many Chris- 
tians can live with literal interpretations of the vari- 
ous phenomena that occurred at the death and res- 
urrection of Jesus, it is obvious that the evangelists 
intended to say much more than what such literal 
interpretations are capable of saying. The evangelists 
all intended to say not only that Jesus of Nazareth 
who died is now alive but also that this fact has the 
greatest of significance for those who believe in him. 


On the other hand, we also need to be cautious 
of a reductionist interpretation of the narratives. 
The resurrection narratives cannot be reduced to a 
new understanding of human existence, as some 
scholars have argued (Bultmann, Marxsen, C. F. 
Evans), or traced back to some psychological guilt 
in Peter and Paul (Liidemann). The narratives are 
especially about the fate of the crucified Jesus, that 
he who died is now alive and that the mode of his 
existence is a bodily one, however we might inter- 
pret that. 

In discussing the resurrection of Jesus, we are 
dealing with a sphere of knowing and understand- 
ing that moves beyond the historical, and this com- 
plicates our understanding of the ancient sources 
even more. As Johnson says, “Some sort of power- 
ful transformative experience is required to gener- 
ate the sort of movement earliest Christianity was, 
and to necessitate the sort of literature the NT 
is.”3? Tt was infinitely more than just a lightbulb 
going on in someone’s head. It occurred in time 
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and space, but also in a realm totally unfamiliar to 
traditional historical inquiry. 

Finally, we offer a word of caution to those 
who seek to harmonize the resurrection narratives. 
There is a tendency in such reconstructions to min- 
imize important distinctions in the narratives and to 
blur the theological motifs that guided each evange- 
list in producing his Gospel. Throughout its history, 
the church has seen the wisdom of maintaining the 
integrity of each evangelist’s message and avoided 
the temptation to adopt a single harmonized Gospel 
such as the Diatessaron produced by Tatian (ca. 
A.D. 170).133 Apart from the difficulty, if not impos- 
sibility, of harmonizing the Easter narratives, most 
such attempts have been based on hypotheses that 
have little historical, rational, or narrative support. 
It is better to look at the differences in terms of 
each evangelist’s purpose and to allow each narra- 
tive to stand by itself except when there are obvi- 
ous parallels that show dependence on another 
canonical source or an independent prior source. 
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THE EMERGENCE OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY: 


A Look at the First Christians 


1. INTRODUCTION 


The sacred literature of early Christianity was se- 
lected from a larger body of literature (see ch. 13, 
below) and was shaped, produced, and passed on in 
that community. In the first and second centuries 
AD., the sacred authority of much of this Christian 
literature was recognized, and it began to be used in 
the worship and teaching of the church. It is essential, 
therefore, to know something of the context, growth, 
and development of early Christianity not only in the 
first century A.D. but also beyond that time, into the 
second century A.D. The expansion of the earliest 
Christian Scriptures (the OT) to include the Christian 
writings that eventually became known as the NT 
both affirmed and supported Christian preaching and 
teaching. The emergence of a Christian sacred Scrip- 
ture came at a time when the separation of Christian- 
ity from Judaism became final. Many other factors 
were also involved in the growth and development of 
the early church, and we briefly sketch some of the 
most important of these developments in this chapter. 


2. ORGANIZATION AND ORDER IN THE 
EARLY CHURCH 


The earliest Christians believed that they had a 
call from the risen Lord to be a witness for him 


A bronze coin of Agrippa I, struck in Caesarea 
Maritima in A.D, 43. The coin depicts Agrippa I and 
the city of the god, Caesarea. Greek inscriptions: 
“The Great King Agrippa, Lover of Caesar,” and, on 
the opposite side, “Caesarea near the Harbor.” Photo 
© Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


(Acts 1:8; Matt 28:19, 20). They proclaimed that in 
Christ Jesus there were forgiveness of sins and hope 
for the kingdom of God. In a strict sense, Jesus did 
not found a church, even though he probably envi- 
sioned a community of the renewed Israel that 
would enter the coming kingdom of God. It is ac- 
curate to say that he called his disciples to a mis- 
sion, and it can certainly be inferred from the Gos- 
pels that Jesus intended to build a community of 
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A sixth-century mosaic in the church at Madeba in Jordan, depicting the ancient Jordan Valley with Jericho at the 
bottom center, a lion chasing gazelle in the upper center, and the Jordan River in the center. 
Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


followers (Matt 16:18; 18:17ff.).1 He chose twelve dis- 
ciples, which suggests that he thought of a re- 
newed Israel (that is, representing the twelve tribes 
of Israel), even though the names of the Twelve are 
not clearly given in the canonical sources. As noted 
above, it is not likely that the early church invented 
this number, since it was not continued in use in 
the development of church organization. Jesus, 
however, left no guidelines or commands related to 
the organization or even formation of the church. 
He gave no clear directions on how the new com- 
munity was to be founded except that his followers 
were to be ready for the coming kingdom of God by 
abandoning their security in the things of this 
world and by putting their hope in God, who called 
them to a life of self-denial, love, and forgiveness. 
The early Christians preserved no traditions 
from Jesus on how this new community of faith— 
the new Israel—should be structured, who its lead- 
ers should be, or what they should be called (deacons, 
bishops, elders, apostles, etc.), though presumably 


this new community included the ones he had cho- 
sen to follow him. He gave no membership rules or 
requirements. He gave his disciples a mission but 
not a blueprint for organization. This can help to 
explain why there is so much variation in the orga- 
nization and development of church offices in the NT. 


A. The Organization of the Early Church 


Because of the highly complex nature of the is- 
sues involved, an exact description of the developing 
organization of the earliest churches is impossible. 
Still, some aspects of that order seem clear. 


1. Simple Initial Organization 


At first, the Christians were a very simple fel- 
lowship of the followers of Jesus (Acts 2:42-46)* 
with little or no organization. They continued to 
meet for worship in the temple, in the Jewish syna- 
gogues (Acts 3:1ff.), and in homes (Acts 2:2; 12:12; 
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20:7-8). They continued to keep the laws of Moses 
(Acts 21:16-21) and to meet together for prayer, 
common meals, and sharing of their possessions to 
help those among them who were in need. Because 
the early Christians expected the imminent return of 
the risen Christ, they apparently did not at first give 
much attention to the organization of the church. 


2. The Organization Expands 


Very soon, however (at least within the first 
five years of the church’s life), the loosely orga- 
nized society that characterized the beginning of 
the church began to experience conflict (Acts 
6:1-6), and the need was felt for some kind of orga- 
nization and structure to help in the ministry of 
caring for the people in its fellowship. The ur- 
gency for offices and leadership in the church, 
other than the office of apostle, first arose from 
conflict in the church over how to care for the 
needs of its people. 


3. Elders 


By AD. 40-44, the office of elder (npeoBitepos, 
presbyteros) was introduced into the life of the 
church at Jerusalem (Acts 11:27-30). We know al- 
most nothing of the background or the develop- 
ment of this office in the church, except that it 
probably had a similar function in the Jewish syna- 
gogue’s organizational structure. By the time of 
the church council in Acts 15:1-29 (the Jerusalem 
Council, ca. A.D. 49), convened to determine the 
Gentiles’ relation to the law, elders were partici- 
pating in the decision making of the church, 
along with the apostles and James the brother of 
Jesus. Luke does not inform us how this develop- 
ment came about, but we know that the office of 
elder was a special office in the organization of the 
Jewish synagogue and was probably adopted and 
adapted by the Jerusalem church for its own use. 
This was not an uncommon feature of early Chris- 
tianity, which adopted and adapted many non- 
Christian functions for its own use. 


4, Apostles, Prophets, and Teachers 


As the church grew outside Jerusalem, the pri- 
mary focus of authority lay in the offices of the 


apostles (there were many more besides the Twelve; 
cf. 1 Cor 15:5-7), prophets, and teachers. This was 
especially true in the churches Paul had founded 
(cf. Acts 13-20; 1 Cor 12:27-31; Eph 4:11). These 
churches were charismatically oriented and were 
developed chiefly around the use of gifts of the Holy 
Spirit (cf. Rom 12:3-8; 1 Cor 12-14). 

In Paul’s ministry we also see references to 
the presence of bishops and deacons. In Phil 1:1 the 
terms “bishop” or “overseer” (EmtoKoTos, episkopos) 
and “deacon” (Stdkovos, diakonos) are used, ap- 
parently for recognized church offices, and these 
offices are explicated in terms of their qualifica- 
tions in 1 Tim 3. Although the term éniokomTog is 
used in Phil 1:1 along with the oldest Christian 
term for office, 8udKovos, which is used else- 
where for Phoebe (Rom 16:1) and for both Paul 
and Apollos (1 Cor 3:5), “bishop” did not appar- 
ently have the same implications of absolute au- 
thority and power as it did later in the ministry of 
Ignatius (ca. 115). The term “elder” is mentioned 
in Acts (11:30; 15:2, 6, 22, 23), but it is not as 
common in the Pauline churches until later in 
the first century, where it is mentioned in Titus 
1:5 along with “overseer” (Titus 1:7). This could 
signify the lack of any influence from Jerusalem 
in the leadership of the Gentile churches, al- 
though this is not certain. It is interesting that 
Paul, who was very proud of his apostleship and 
defends it on several occasions (Gal 1:1; 1 Cor 
9:1-14; etc.), nevertheless uses the term “deacon” 
for himself in 1 Cor 3:5 and 2 Cor 6:4. Also, the 
NT elsewhere calls all Christians Sidkovot, 
diakonoi (“deacons”; cf. John 12:26; Mark 9:35; 
10:43). In 1 Cor 12:28 Paul mentions the office 
or gift of administrator (“forms of leadership,” 
KvuBépvnots, kybernésis). There are close parallels 
here with the use of the term “bishop” in Phil 1:1. 
Also, Paul mentions in 1 Cor 12:28 the office or 
gift of helper or servant (“forms of assistance,” 
avtirnuycs, antilémpsis). This term is not at all 
unlike the role of the deacon mentioned else- 
where by Paul. Indeed, it appears to be a different 
term for the same function. Paul does not ask in 
this passage if all Christians are administrators 
or helpers, since these offices were elected in the 
early church and anyone could hold them, unlike 
the other functions mentioned in 1 Cor 12 (apostle, 
prophet, teacher, etc.). 
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5. The Use of the Office of Elder in the 
Pauline Churches 


At the time of the writing of 1 Timothy (cf. 
5:17), the term “elder” was being substituted for the 
term “overseer,” and was interchangeable with it 
until around the end of the first century A.D. and 
possibly later, except in the troubled church of 
Antioch, where strong leadership was needed and 
“bishop” was the term used for that role. Even in 
Rome around A.D. 95-100, in 1 Clem. 42-44, the 
two terms are interchangeable. 


6. The Wandering Prophets 


As the rest of the early Christian church devel- 
oped in its organization, there was still a strong 
presence of wandering charismatic prophets and 
teachers in many Christian communities outside 
Jerusalem and especially outside Israel. They con- 
tinued to minister, and by the end of the first cen- 
tury, there appears to have been a need to regulate 
their activities because of the excesses of some of 
them (cf. Did. 11.1-12; 15.1-4), It seems that the 
problems of heresy and false teaching by the proph- 
ets in some churches led to the decline of their role 
in the life of the church (cf. Matt 24:11, 24) and the 
consequent emergence of the bishop as a more 
powerful figure. 


B. Organization in the Jerusalem 
Church 


By A.D. 41-44, the Jerusalem church had be- 
come organized after the order of the Jewish syna- 
gogue, with James the brother of Jesus serving as 
its leader.? During the severe persecution of the Je- 
rusalem church during A.D. 62-66, which included 
the death of James (Josephus, Ant. 20.200—203), it 
moved to Pella (just south of Galilee and east of the 
Jordan River). The leadership of the church stayed 
in the family of Jesus until after the turn of the first 
century. Jesus’ cousins, his brother Jude, and Jude’s 
nephews and grandsons continued to lead this pre- 
dominantly Jewish-Christian community (see the 
writings of the ancient historians Hegesippus and, 
esp., Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.11, 19, 20, 22.) This was 
also the home of the apologist Aristo (ca. 140), who 
wrote his Dialogue between Jason and Papiskos con- 
cerning Christ from Pella around the middle of the 


second century. The work was so well known that 
Celsus, the pagan philosopher, cited the work criti- 
cally in his True Discourse, written in the last quar- 
ter of the second century.* 

The missionary activity among the Gentiles was 
not the result of the vision of the church in Jerusa- 
lem, nor did the Jewish Christians there offer any 
generous gifts to fellow Christians to start churches 
among the Gentiles. Indeed, the church in Jerusa- 
lem at first objected to the Jewish Christians’ hav- 
ing any contact with the Gentiles (cf. Acts 11:1-18; 
Gal 2:11-21) and only subsequently recognized that 
the gospel had gone to the Gentiles as well as to the 
Jews. The spread of the gospel outside Palestine 
among the Gentiles came primarily through the ef- 
forts of the Hellenistic Jewish Christians, who 
began their ministry rather unintentionally as a re- 
sult of being persecuted and forced to leave Jerusa- 
lem (cf. Acts 8:1-4; 11:19-20). In this sense, the 
Jerusalem church cannot be called the “mother 
church,” as has been assumed by many, even 
though the Christian church had its beginnings in 
Jerusalem. Antioch has more claim to this role, as 
it was the church that initiated the Gentile mission 
in early Christianity (Acts 13:1-2). 


C. Conclusion 


The NT appears to have at least four basic pat- 
terns of organizational structure. (1) The first may 
be called congregational in the sense that the con- 
gregation selected its own leaders and disciplined 
its members (e.g., 1 Cor 5:3-5; Matt 18:15-18; Acts 
6:3-7). (2) The second, often termed presbyterial 
(from mpeoBUTepos), is found especially in the Jeru- 
salem churches, which patterned themselves after 
the Jewish synagogue. In Acts 11:29~30 the elders 
took care of relief aid that was brought to the 
church in Jerusalem, and in Acts 15:6 and 22 they 
participated in the decision regarding the Gentiles’ 
relationship to the law; but this did not preclude 
the whole church from deliberating and participat- 
ing in the discussion before the decision was made 
with the consent of the whole church (15:22). (3) 
Later in the NT, one finds an episcopal type of orga- 
nization (from énioxoros), which had leaders in 
the church select other persons to roles of responsi- 
bility (2 Tim 2:2). (4) There also appears to have 
been something of a charismatic style of structure 
that focused on the exercise of the gifts of the Spirit. 
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The ministry of the church was organized in ac- 
cordance with the abilities and gifts of the church’s 
members (1 Cor 12:4-11, 27-28). Typically there 
were prophets and teachers in these congregations 
who acted on behalf of the church (Acts 13:1-3). 
Congregational decisions, however, appear to have 
been a part of all organizational patterns. In the 
Didache (ca. A.D. 70-90), for example, the people 
were called to “elect [yetpovjoate, cheironésate] 
therefore for yourselves bishops and deacons wor- 
thy of the Lord” (Did. 15.1). Paul exhorts the con- 
gregation at Corinth to make decisions (judge) 
about the continuing membership of a young man 
in the Christian community who had been having 
sexual relations with his stepmother (1 Cor 5:1—5, 
9-13), 

Since Jesus commanded no particular pattern 
to be followed, and as the church grew and more 
structure was needed, Christians followed those 
patterns most familiar and useful to them. At first 
this was undoubtedly the synagogue structure, which 
the Jewish Christians adapted to their own needs to 
enable them to accomplish their mission. The earli- 
est non-Christian description of life in the church 
comes in a letter from Pliny the Younger, the gov- 
ernor of Bithynia (ca. A.D. 113), written to the Em- 
peror Trajan. The letter is instructive on the life of 
the congregation in that area. After describing the 
punishments and even executions of Christians 
who refused to curse Christ and worship the statue 
of Trajan, Pliny writes: 


It was their habit on a fixed day to assemble before 
daylight and recite by turns a form of words to Christ 
as a god; and that they bound themselves with an 
oath, not for any crime, but not to commit theft or 
robbery or adultery, not to break their word, and not 
to deny a deposit when demanded. After this was 
done, their custom was to depart, and to meet again 
to take food, but ordinary and harmless food. (Ep. 
10.96.7)° 


The church began to face increasing frustra- 
tions and problems brought on by Jesus’ not re- 
turning as the church believed he would; the death 
of apostles; increasing persecutions and forced re- 
settlements of Christian communities; the continu- 
ing spread of the Christian faith into many diverse 
communities, with the consequent difficulty of com- 
munication between the churches; and the emer- 
gence of “heresy,” which led to many conflicts in 
the church. It was therefore inevitable that the 
church would develop several measures to deal 


with these problems. It dealt with them first by de- 
veloping a stronger episcopate—an organizational 
structure that depended on a strong leader—and 
by adopting creeds, which came to constitute the 
regula fidei (“rule of faith”). Eventually, the church 
also began to recognize the authority of many Chris- 
tian writings to help it deal with these matters, and 
these writings became a fixed collection of sacred 
Christian Scriptures (the NT) (see ch. 13, below, on 
this process). 


3. GALILEE AND EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

Jesus and his disciples (except Judas Iscariot)® 
came from the region of Galilee, in the midst of the 
ten Hellenistic cities of the Decapolis.” Jesus grew 
up in this area, where he had his longest period of 
ministry. Early Christianity, however, is often silent 
about this area except for what we read in the Gos- 
pels, which largely focus on Jesus’ ministry there. 
Little else is known about the followers of Jesus in 
this region after his ministry. Nothing is found in 
Acts, and not much in the other surviving litera- 
ture of the first or second centuries. Nevertheless, it 
is certain that there were Christian communities in 
this region in the latter part of the first century and 
following. Jewish Christians began to leave Jerusa- 
lem after the Romans began to threaten the city 
(ca. A.D. 67), probably moving into Pella (Eusebius, 
Hist. eccl. 3.5.3-4; Epiphanius, Pan. 30.2.7-8), a 
Transjordanian Decapolis town just south of the 
Sea of Galilee, and into other communities both in 
the Decapolis and in Galilee. The evidence for Chris- 
tians living in and around Galilee stems primarily 
from second-century sources and early church tra- 
dition.® While the evidence for large Christian com- 
munities in this region is inconclusive, their pres- 
ence here is in harmony with the fact that Jesus 
and his disciples came from this region and minis- 
tered in small towns and villages there. Sepphoris 
may have been one of the places where Jewish 
Christianity flourished.” 


A. The Population of Galilee 


Four main groups of people lived in the region 
of Galilee. (1) The largest group of Galileans was lo- 
cated primarily in farming and fishing communi- 
ties; a large number of these peasant people were 
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Recent excavations at Hazor on the Via Maris north of Galilee, the major travel route from the coast of Palestine to 
Damascus, Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


focused on village life, with its closed patterns of 
family and community loyalty. Although perhaps 
not as directly influenced by Hellenistic culture and 
the changing empires as was Jerusalem to the south, 
they were still very much a part of the Greco- 
Roman world. By the first century A.D., Hellenism 
had widely influenced Judaism, and Hellenistic 
symbols have been found throughout the region, 
especially in the synagogues at Tiberias and at 
Sepphoris. (2) The rural proletariat included day la- 
borers and itinerant craftsmen. They were peasants 
whose jobs were not very stable and who were es- 
pecially conscious of the economic and social dis- 
parity in the land. In Jesus’ parable of the workers 
and the owner of a vineyard in Matt 20:1-16, we 
see that the workers were at the mercy of the vine- 
yard owner. (3) A third category of people was the 
class of lesser officials who grew up in the Hellenis- 
tic system. These individuals included judges, civil 
administrators, lesser tax collectors, and stewards 
of absentee landlords; none of them had great love 
for their social inferiors. The hostility of tenants for 


stewards and landlords can be seen in Jesus’ par- 
able in Mark 12:1-12 (cf. Luke 16:1-8, where the 
steward manipulates the tenants). Jesus’ parable 
about the householder who goes away and leaves 
the stewards in charge to invest his money (Luke 
19:11 ff.) reveals common practices of the day in Gal- 
ilee. (4) A fourth class of persons in this region in- 
cluded the Jewish aristocracy and officials of Rome, 
who lived in the large Hellenistic cities of the region, 
such as Tiberias, Scythopolis, and Sepphoris. 

They owned vast estates, many of which had 
been taken or confiscated from the peasants, often 
for the purpose of settling heavy tax debts. These 
few individuals formed the urban elite of the region 
and owed much of their status to the Hellenistic ur- 
banization of Palestine, but especially to Herod the 
Great, who had given many land distributions in 
20 B.C. to the wealthy for their favors to him and 
for their support of his kingship. Their privileged 
status depended upon their continued support of 
Herod and his successors and of Roman interests in 
the region. 
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A mosaic in a Roman villa unearthed in 1987 at 
Sepphoris, the capital of Galilee in the time of Jesus. 
The woman is perhaps Aphrodite, the goddess of love, 
with the Eros figure over her shoulder. She is often 

referred to as the “Mona Lisa of Galilee.” 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


During the centuries before and after the birth 
of Jesus, one’s social status largely depended upon 
birth and inheritance and less upon earned income 
and lifestyle. Generally speaking, privilege, wealth, 
and full civil rights belonged only to those persons 
born into a certain status, who in turn could pass it 
on to the next generation. The average Galileans 
were generally despised and ridiculed by the residents 
of Jerusalem as uncultured and unlearned peas- 
ants (e.g., Mark 6:2-3; John 7:41, 52; Acts 4:13). 
Their social status was, in large measure, imposed 
upon them by nonresident or absentee landlords. 


B. Silence about the Church in Galilee 


We noted above the strange silence in the rest 
of the NT about the church in Galilee after the res- 
urrection of Jesus. All of the Gospel narratives, 
however, show that most of Jesus’ ministry was in 
Galilee and that some of his resurrection appear- 
ances took place there as well (Matt 28:7-10, 16; 
Mark 14:27-28; 16:7; John 21). It is strange, there- 
fore, that we never again hear of Galilee in the NT. 
Why? Luke says nothing of the Galilean appear- 
ances of the risen Christ mentioned in Mark's Gospel 
(Mark 14:28; 16:7). After Easter, Galilee evidently 
did not fit into Luke’s literary plans. Was this for 
theological reasons? Was he trying to veil the Gali- 
lean background, which was generally looked down 
upon, as he tried to present his Gospel? If that were 


A coin of Agrippa I, struck in A.D. 42, depicting a 
canopy and, on the opposite side, three ears of barley. 
Greek inscriptions: “King Agrippa” and, opposite, 
“Year 6.” See the reference to Agrippa I in Acts 12. 
Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


so, why would he not take out all references to Gali- 
lee in his Gospel? Luke probably wanted to show that 
the church began in Jerusalem and that the original 
leaders of the church were the twelve companions 
of Jesus who witnessed his resurrection appearances 
there. More than one scholar has raised the question 
whether any conclusions should be drawn from the 
early disappearance of the twelve apostles from 
Acts and the omission of any discussion of Galilee. 
Are the two items related? Did the Twelve who came 
from Galilee with Jesus to Jerusalem eventually re- 
turn to that region shortly before or after the Acts 15 
council in Jerusalem? Their presence in the church 
at Jerusalem seems negligible after this council, 
and even there they do not appear to have as much 
to say in matters as do the elders and James. 

As we discussed in the previous chapter, in 1 Cor 
15:6 Paul mentions that the risen Christ “appeared to 
more than five hundred brothers and sisters at one 
time.” One needs to ask where the most likely place 
would be for Jesus to have some five hundred follow- 
ers, if not Galilee, where he had spent most of the 
time of his ministry. Since most of Jesus’ ministry in 
Galilee centered around Capernaum, it is possible 
that many of his followers were from this area. It 
should be noted, however, that Jesus’ ministry in 
Galilee may have been a failure, which would ex- 
plain why he set out for Jerusalem. See, for ex- 
ample, his pronouncements of woe against some of 
the villages around Galilee in Matt 11:23; Luke 10:15. 

Luke's interest in Jerusalem and his consequent 
neglect of Galilee seem obvious and could well stem 
from the fact that he is trying to present Christianity 
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as a universal faith that originated in Jerusalem 
with Jesus and his companions. Is Galilee neglected 
by Luke because it is not considered to be the place 
of fulfillment in the Jewish tradition that Jerusalem 
was? Would Luke have agreed with the disparag- 
ing remark of Nathanael, “Can anything good 
come out of Nazareth?” (John 1:46). Conclusive ar- 
guments and answers are lacking. 

Whatever the reason, Luke, who wrote the 
only document in the NT that purports to tell of the 
origin and early development of the church (Acts), 
completely omits any discussion of Galilee or the 
apostles after Acts 16:4. After that, James the 
brother of Jesus is clearly in charge of the church 
in Jerusalem, and the apostles are no longer men- 
tioned. It may be argued, however, that since the 
appearances of the risen Lord to his followers were 
foundational for the initiation of their ministry and 
since Matt 28:16-20, Mark 16:7, and John 21:1-6 all 
indicate that Jesus appeared to his disciples in Gali- 
lee, there is reason to believe that (1) a Christian 
community existed there after the appearances and 
that (2) the original companions of Jesus may well 
have had something to do with the establishment 
of Christian communities there. The silence of the 
rest of the NT about Galilee and any Christian com- 


munities there is indeed strange, but the already . 


noted references to Jesus’ appearances in that re- 
gion suggest that there may have been Christian 
churches there, possibly shortly after the emer- 
gence of Christianity. 


4. GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT IN 
EARLY CHRISTIANITY (A.D. 30-100) 


A. The Composition of the First 
Christian Community 


The earliest followers of Jesus appear to have 
included wandering preachers (or charismatic proph- 
ets) and their sympathizers, who later became their 
supporters, especially in Galilee. As the church de- 
veloped in and around Jerusalem, it is clear that 
those who became members of the early church 
were from five basic categories of people. These cat- 
egories are not intended as rigid distinctions (since 
several important early Christians, such as the apostle 
Paul, would belong to several groups) but as useful 
indicators of the complexity of early Christianity. 


1. Aramaic/Hebrew-Speaking Jews 


The earliest converts to Christianity came from 
a group of Palestinian Jews who practiced the Jew- 
ish law and accepted as their sacred literature the 
OT books, though they were not limited to these 
books alone (see ch. 13, below). Most of them spoke 
Aramaic (the merchants, if not most Jews in the re- 
gion, probably also knew some Greek), and some 
may even have read their sacred Scriptures in He- 
brew. By and large, they were cautious toward 
Jews who spoke only Greek, but were especially 
suspicious of Gentiles. Some of their group were 
undoubtedly among the so-called Judaizers who 
accepted Jesus as their Messiah but continued in 
the keeping of the law and in the observance of the 
many traditions about the law that developed in 
Palestine (e.g., the keeping of many dietary laws 
and requirements related to the Sabbath; cf. Mark 
7:1-23). Among these Jews were some who believed 
that obedience to the law was essential for all fol- 
lowers of Jesus, including the Gentiles. Some be- 
lieved that the Gospel was only for Jews or for those 
who had converted to Judaism. A good example of 
this attitude is found in the objections from the 
Christians in Jerusalem to Peter’s having eaten 
with Gentiles in Caesarea (Acts 11:]-18). 


2. The Hellenists 


A large number of Jews living in Palestine 
spoke Greek; many of these had been born outside 
Palestine (e.g., Barnabas; Acts 4:36) and were very 
much at home with the Greco-Roman culture com- 
mon throughout the Roman Empire. They tended 
to be among the more educated Jews in Palestine, 
and many of them had ties with Roman officials, 
whom the Aramaic/Hebrew-speaking Jews largely 
despised. Among these Jews were some who were 
less impressed with Jewish traditions, especially 
those developed in Palestine, and who were not 
convinced that the presence and activity of God 
were permanently tied to temple worship in Jerusa- 
lem (Acts 7:48-50; Heb 8:1-8). Some of them were 
also not convinced of the permanence of the law of 
Moses (Heb 8:7-8). When they became Christians, 
they were among the first to make concerted ef- 
forts to evangelize the Gentiles (Acts 11:19-26; 
13:1-12), believing that the Gospel should be 
preached to all people. They rejected the require- 
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The amphitheater on a hillside of Pergamum 
(Bergama, Turkey). Remains of the temples of 
Dionysus and Trajan are in the upper right. Photo © 
Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


ment that a Gentile had to become a Jew in order 
to become a Christian; that is, they did not require 
Gentiles to be circumcised or to keep the law. In 
the NT, Stephen (Acts 6-7), Paul, Barnabas, and 
the author of the book of Hebrews are the primary 
representatives of this group, even though Paul 
himself was a Pharisee before his conversion. The 
Christians in this category were the most respon- 
sible for making the Christian faith a universal reli- 
gion, open to all. 


3, The Dispersion Jews 


A large number of Jews lived outside Palestine 
and mostly only returned to Israel for special festi- 
vals and religious holidays, if at all. They were 
among the wealthier and more educated Jews of 
the first century. Acts 2:5~11 lists some of the coun- 
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tries where many of these Jews came from and 
notes that some of them were converted to Chris- 
tianity on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:37-42). The 
Epistle of James may well have been sent to Chris- 
tian Jews scattered throughout the Roman Empire 
(Jas 1:1), some of whom had been converted at Pen- 
tecost in Jerusalem. 


4, Gentiles Attracted to Judaism 


Many of the Godfearers mentioned in Acts had 
followed the teachings of Judaism and later were 
drawn to the Christian message (Acts 2:10; 8:26-39; 
10:1-7; 13:43; 17:14), perhaps because they were 
freed from the obligations of the law, especially cir- 
cumcision, and from their second-class status within 
Judaism.!° These Gentiles had been attracted to Ju- 
daism, had practiced the religious piety of the Jews, 
and had followed the law and the religious tradi- 
tions surrounding the law. Some of them were also 
circumcised. The Ethiopian in Acts 8:26-40 and 
Cornelius in Acts 10:1-2 fall into the category of 
the Godfearers. 


5. The Gentiles 


Most of the Gentiles who became Christians in 
the first century had not been sympathetic to Juda- 
ism nor adopted its religious practices. They first 
learned the Christian message through Paul, Bar- 
nabas, and others who were active in pioneer mis- 
sions. They came directly to the Christian faith and 
were often held in suspicion by the Judaizers of the 
Jerusalem church (Gal 2:11-21). 


B. The Names of the Earliest 
Christians 


The earliest followers of Jesus referred to them- 
selves neither as “Christians” nor as the “Church”; 
these names came later.!! Some of the more com- 
mon names for the early church, however, war- 
rant some explanation. 


1. The Way 


One of the earliest names accepted or selected 
by the followers of Jesus was “the Way” (Acts 9:2; 
19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22), which may have come 
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from Jesus’ reference to himself as “the way” in 
John 14:6. This designation likely shows that the 
church thought of itself as a community of those 
who had found the way to God or were on the way 
to God through Jesus Christ. 


2. Christian 


The term “Christian” was first used in Antioch of 
Syria sometime around A.D. 40 (Acts 11:26), but its 
origins are obscure. We do not know whether the 
Christians gave themselves this name or the pagan 
community assigned it to the followers of Jesus, who 
subsequently accepted it. Jewish followers of Jesus 
probably did not use the term “Christian” to refer to 
themselves. If the pagan community coined this 
term, as is more likely, it is unclear whether it had 
positive (“little Christs”) or negative connotations, al- 
though it perhaps functioned as a nickname. It may 
have referred to Christians as members of a political, 
social, or secretive club or association.” 


3. Assembly of God (ExkAnola Tod Geod, 
ekklésia tou theou) 


This is one of the most familiar terms for the 
church in the writings of Paul, who uses the neutral 
Greek term for a gathering or assembly, €xkAnoia, 
and qualifies it for the Christian community (1 Cor 
1:2; 2 Cor. 1:1; etc.; but note also how he does not 
qualify it in Gal 1:2 except by location). It has been 
plausibly argued that Jesus himself first used the term 
for an assembly of Christian believers, although many 
critical scholars doubt this.!° It is likely that this term 
was chosen instead of the more common ovvaywy) 
(“synagogue”) because “synagogue” was already 
used by the Jewish community. Some Jewish Chris- 
tians did use the latter term in reference to their 
gatherings (Jas 2:2), and in Sepphoris a Jewish Chris- 
tian synagogue has been discovered. 


4, Church 


The origin of the word “church” to refer to 
gatherings of Christians is obscure. A number of 
different words began to be used regularly in Chris- 
tian communities around the late second and early 
third centuries, but the same ones did not catch on 
in all Christian communities. The Latin countries 
of southern Europe, for example, continued to use 


words (e.g., église, iglesia, chiesa) derived from the 
NT term €kkAnota (through Lat. ecclesia) to refer to 
the community of the followers of Christ. Deriva- 
tions from the Greek word kvuptakév, kyriakon (e.g., 
“church,” “kirk,” Kirche) are more widely used in 
northern European countries. The root of kuptakdév 
is kUpLos, kyrios (“Lord”), the title given to Jesus by 
the church. The last three letters of kuptakdév indi- 
cate possession in the Greek; thus the term means 
“belonging to the Lord.” Kuptakdv in this sense is 
not found in the NT, but its derivatives have been 
used in English and German translations of the NT 
for ExkAnota. "ExkAnota is found in the NT as a 
designation for the Christian community and was 
used in some churches at least as early as the time 
of the Apostle Paul, though usually qualified with 
the words “of Christ” or “of God”; that is, the early 
Christians thought of themselves as “the gather- 
ing (or assembly) of God” (see no. 3, above). On 
one occasion in the NT (Jas 2:2), the Greek term 
ovvaywy7 is used to refer to the Christian commu- 
nity. Both é€kxAnola, which is the most frequent 
term translated “church” in the NT, and ovvaywyy} 
mean much the same thing. Perhaps Christians 
chose €xkAnota in order to distinguish themselves 
from the Jews. It is also possible that the term 
Kuplakov came to be used by Christians sometime 
around the end of the second century A.D. in order 
to make clearer who its members were, namely, 
those who belonged to the Lord, although this is 
uncertain. 


5. Other Names 


There are several other names for the followers 
of Jesus in the NT, and each helps to explain how 
the early believers understood themselves and how 
they believed they were to live in relation to God or 
Christ. One of those terms is “saint” or “holy” 
(&y.os, hagios), a frequent designation for the 
Christian in Paul’s writings (Rom 1:7; 1 Cor 1:2; 2 
Cor 1:1; Phil 1:1; etc.) that refers to the follower of 
Jesus as a person separated unto God for a special 
calling or purpose. In the Johannine writings (esp. 
1, 2, 3 John), we find another term for the followers 
of Jesus. John prefers the terms “children,” “chil- 
dren of God,” or “little children,” all of which show 
the Christian community in tender and special re- 
lationships with God and with one another. 
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C. The Church toward the End of the 
First Century 


The church existed in more places in Palestine 
than simply Jerusalem, Caesarea, and Galilee, and 
we are also certain that it existed in more places 
outside Palestine than the churches Paul founded, 
visited, or wrote to in his letters (e.g., Pontus, 
Cappadocia, Asia, Bithynia). It is possible that the 
author of Hebrews, on the basis of his style of writ- 
ing and some of the Greek forms he employs, was 
from Alexandria, Egypt, or that vicinity. There are 
numerous old church traditions about missions 
being established in India, Spain, Africa, Armenia, 
and other regions. But our knowledge of the time 
between A.D. 65 and 95 is very limited. This period 
is sometimes called the “tunnel” of early church 
history because so little is known about it. We do 
know that there were many different kinds of 
Christian communities developing during this time— 
for example, the Ebionites, a rigidly Jewish-Chris- 
tian community that tried to maintain an obser- 
vance of the Mosaic law as well as faith in Christ; a 
community, addressed by the author of Hebrews, 
that perhaps tried to hold onto Judaism, with con- 
tinued focus on Christ as the Son of God, so that 
some members gradually drifted back into Judaism; 
and the rather different community, addressed by 
John in 1, 2, and 3 John, in which some believed 
that Christ only appeared to be a man and did not 
take upon himself human flesh—a tendency known 
as “docetic.” There were groups beginning to 


emerge that saw Jesus as an angel, and still others 


A bronze Jewish coin struck in the midst of the siege 
of Jerusalem in A.D. 67. Hebrew inscriptions: around 
the vase, “Year 2,” and, around the vine leaf, 
“Freedom of Zion.” Photo © Rohr Productions. 
Used with permission. 


that portrayed him as a spirit or even the divine 
Logos (Gk. for “Word”). These and other factors 
began to affect the church at the end of the first 
century A.D., and caused significant changes in the 
life of the Christian community as a whole. 


1. Emergence of Heresy 


After the earliest followers of Jesus began to 
die, few witnesses were left who had seen the risen 
Lord and who could report anything firsthand 
about the Christian faith. In a sense, there was a 
vacuum of authority in the early church. So-called 
heresies began to emerge, and it was difficult to 
find a voice in the church that was recognized by 
all Christians as authoritative. The most popular 
kind of heresy at the end of the first century was 
Docetism (from the Gk. S0ké, doked, “seem,” “ap- 
pear”), which believed that flesh, and in fact all 
matter, was evil. To preserve Jesus from contact 
with what was evil, the Docetists taught that Jesus 
only “appeared” like a man or “seemed” to have 
human flesh; they believed that, as God, he could 
not have also been human. The first Christian doc- 
ument to call this teaching into question is 1 John 
(cf. 1 John 4:1-3). Ignatius later (ca. A.D. 115) also 
strongly condemns this heresy in his letters to the 
Ephesians (Eph. 7.1—2), to the Trallians (Trall. 10.1), 
and to the Smyrnaeans (Smyrn. 2-7). The roots of 
Docetism were in early forms of Gnosticism, to be 
discussed below. 


2. Gnosis, Gnosticism, and Early 
Christianity 


Among those Greco-Roman religions that be- 
lieved in some form of salvation was Gnosticism, 
which held that salvation was through a savior on 
whom the obedient follower would depend.!# For 
the gnostics, this salvation came through a special 
knowledge (Gk. yv@ots, gnésis) that revealed the 
secrets of the universe. It included knowledge of 
God’s actions in the universe, of one’s true self, and 
especially of how one might find escape from this 
world (salvation). The sources for the study of 
Christian Gnosticism are twofold. The first is the 
Christian antignostic writings of the second-cen- 
tury church fathers, especially Irenaeus of Lyons 
but also Epiphanius and Hippolytus of Rome, who 
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The Roman aqueduct at the site of ancient Pisidian Antioch (Yalvac, Turkey). See Acts 13:13—52; 14:21-23. 
Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


referred to a few of the Christian gnostics of the 
second century (Valentinus, Basilides, Cerinthus) 
but always in a negative light, denying that the 
gnostic expressions of Christian faith were valid. 
For centuries our only information about gnostic 
Christians came from these opponents, who called 
gnostic teachings anti-Christian heresies. The sec- 
ond source includes both Christian and non-Chris- 
tian gnostic Coptic documents originally written in 
Greek and discovered near the Egyptian town of 
Nag Hammadi, sixty miles south of Luxor, in 1945. 
These texts, comprising fifty-two tractates in all, 
have taken us closer to the spirit of Gnosticism 
than what we could discover earlier in the anti- 
gnostic works of the early church fathers. The Nag 
Hammadi collection of documents contains forty- 
nine religious treatises dating variously over a long 
period of time, including many thought to have 
been written in the second century A.D. in Greek, 
with a few possibly in the first century A.D., al- 
though scholars disagree on the dating of these 
materials. 


The roots of the gnostic movement are some- 
what obscure, but it appears to have begun with 
the combination of pre-Christian Hellenistic no- 
tions about matter (the body), evil, and life after 
death and Jewish apocalyptic dualism of the second 
and first centuries B.C., but especially the failed 
apocalyptic eschatology of the late first century 
A.D. Gnosticism may owe some of its roots to Ira- 
nian dualism, some of the Jewish Wisdom litera- 
ture, such as that found at Qumran, and the ori- 
ental mystery religions of Asia and Egypt. Christian 
Gnosticism appears to be a second-century A.D. 
phenomenon, but many of the ideas expressed in it 
are certainly pre-Christian. Whether there were de- 
veloped pre-Christian gnostic systems is doubted by 
many scholars, but non-Christian gnostic views are 
found in the Nag Hammadi documents. At the root 
of Christian Gnosticism is a belief in the evil nature 
of matter and that the evil, malicious god who cre- 
ated the universe (the Demiurge), who is the God of 
the OT, is not the God of Jesus, the God of love. 
Generally speaking, the savior is seen to be the 
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The theater and a general view of the southwest across the ancient harbor of Miletus (western Turkey), 
which is now silted up. Paul stopped here and met with the Ephesian elders (Acts 20:15-38). 
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Christ who merged with Jesus at his baptism and 
then departed from him at his crucifixion. For the 
gnostics, then, Christ only appeared to die, while in 
Docetism, Jesus only appeared to have a body of 
flesh. The salvation of humanity is to be found in 
the acquiring of a secret esoteric knowledge that 
can free the soul of its imprisonment in the ma- 
terial world. There were various behavioral mani- 
festations of this philosophy. Some, for example, 
saw themselves as “set free” to manifest any kind of 
physical expression they chose, since the body and 
its appetites, being evil, would someday perish and 
therefore it does not matter how one acts in these 
areas. The other side of Gnosticism, especially 
Christian Gnosticism, however, focused on ascetic 
withdrawal of oneself from the world. This asceti- 
cism took the form of withdrawal from sexual ex- 
pressions, the world’s pleasures, or even, in some 
cases, participation in the world system, which was 
deemed to be opposed to God. There were many ex- 
pressions of gnostic belief in the ancient world, and 
for this reason there is a lot of confusion about how 


to interpret what it was that the gnostic Christians 
believed or practiced. The special knowledge re- 
ceived by the gnostics was believed to free them 
from the bondage to this evil world and prepare 
them for the life to come, in which the soul would 
return to the sphere of the mAjpwpa (plérdma), the 
“fullness” of the divine. Gnosticism was especially 
concerned with the origin of evil and with knowl- 
edge as a means of escape or salvation from the 
material world. 

Some of the keys to this system of thought are 
the prevalent Hellenistic views concerning the du- 
ality of spirit and matter, life after death, and the 
relationship of God to the universe. There was a 
widespread view that the body was the captor of 
the soul and that the soul needed to be freed from 
the body. Such views conflicted with early Chris- 
tian preaching, such as when Paul spoke in Athens 
of a resurrected Lord in Acts 17:30-34. The notion 
of a God who would become a part of the human 
race was also counter to the most widely held views 
among the Greeks and the Romans. Whatever else 
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the gods were, they were always remote and had a 
lack of concern (amaQeta, apatheia) for human af- 
fairs. These views normally ran counter to Jewish 
thought, even though some Jews (generally the 
wealthier and more educated) had been able to ac- 
commodate themselves to the Hellenistic perspec- 
tives of the Greeks. Judaism, like early Christian- 
ity, focused on the activity of God in human his- 
tory. For both Christianity and Judaism, God was a 
benevolent Creator, and for Christianity, God 
raised Jesus bodily from the grave. Many of the 
gnostic views found in the second century were 
current in Palestine in the century before the birth 
of Christ, when many of the Greek ideas were as- 
similated by some of the wealthy and influential 
Jews of Palestine and by many Jews of the Dias- 
pora, who outnumbered those in Palestine by three 
or four to one. Recently scholars have differenti- 
ated between gnosis and Gnosticism. The former is 
“knowledge of divine mysteries reserved for an elite 
group,” whereas Gnosticism is that fully developed 
gnostic system in the second century. The ideas 
that Gnosticism assimilated informed the many dif- 
ferent levels or kinds of gnostic thought up through 
the Mandaeans and later the Manicheans. 

Among the differing strands of Gnosticism, 
Valentinian Gnosticism was the best-known ex- 
pression, though Gnosticism had several other 
voices. The following proponents of Gnosticism had 
their greatest influence in the church of the second 
century A.D. 


a. Simon Magus (Acts 8:9-24) is credited (prob- 
ably spuriously) with the Gospel of the Four Points of 
the Compass. The church fathers often credit him as 
the source of all heresy in the church. 


b. Cerinthus (fl. ca. 100) taught that the Christ 
descended on Jesus at his baptism and departed be- 
fore his crucifixion. The Alogi of Asia Minor in the 
last half of the second century claimed that 
Cerinthus wrote both the Gospel of John and the 
book of Revelation (see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.28). 


c. Basilides (fl. ca. 120-140) wrote extensively; 
all his works, including a Gospel commentary and 
twenty-four books of Exegetica, are now lost. He re- 
fused to believe that Christ was crucified, and said 
that Simon of Cyrene was crucified in Jesus’ place. 
He held that salvation was such a spiritual matter 
that the sins of the flesh are of no consequence be- 


cause they are of a different realm and thus not a 
concern to God. 


d. Valentinus (fl. 140) was born in Alexandria, 
Egypt, but taught mostly in Rome from 136 to 165. 
Highly influential, he propounded an order of beings, 
or “aeons,” who were arranged in pairs yoked to- 
gether (“syzygies”), whose ultimate product was the 
Demiurge, the God of the OT. Like Basilides, he ar- 
gued that the aeon Christ united with Jesus at his 
baptism and departed from him at the crucifixion. 
This Christ imparted to persons the true spiritual un- 
derstanding (gnosis), which enabled them to enter 
the highest sphere, the tAjpwya. His teaching may 
be represented in the Gospel of Truth, which was dis- 
covered at Nag Hammadi. 


e. Ptolemy (fl. 140) is famous for his interesting 
depiction of the Mosaic law and how to understand 
it, in a work that he wrote to a woman named 
Flora. He attributes most of the Mosaic law to the 
Demiurge. He does not reject the OT outright, as 
did later gnostics, but tries rather to interpret it 
carefully. 


f. Heracleon (fl. 145-180) wrote the earliest known 
commentary on the Gospel of John; it is quoted in 
Origen’s commentary on John. 


g. Marcion (fl. ca. 140, d. ca. 160) taught that 
the God of the OT (the Demiurge) was not the God 
of Jesus. Jesus (not, in Marcion’s thought, a sepa- 
rate entity from Christ) came to reveal a God of 
love. Marcion rejected the OT, instead setting forth 
one of the earliest collections of Christian Scrip- 
tures, which included ten of Paul's epistles (he 
omitted the Pastoral Epistles—1, 2 Tim; Titus) and 
a truncated form of Luke’s Gospel, which he be- 
lieved originated with Paul (probably taking Paul’s 
reference to “my gospel” to mean one that he had 
written). It is difficult to say for sure whether 
Marcion was a gnostic, though he did have similar 
views on the God of the OT. He did not, however, 
produce a collection of the more esoteric and fanci- 
ful documents that have become characteristic of the 
gnostics. 

Some of the best-known gnostic writings in- 
clude the Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of Philip, Gospel of 
Mary, Gospel of Peter, and Apocryphon of John. The 
longest gnostic document is the Pistis Sophia. Some 
scholars (see ch. 4, above) still debate whether the 
Gospel of Thomas should be dated to the late first 
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century—possibly before the canonical Gospels—or 
perhaps considerably later. It is very difficult, how- 
ever, to establish an early date. 


3. Growth of the Church 


By the end of the first century, because of the 
rapid growth of the Christian community throughout 
the Roman Empire, the Christians numbered some- 
where around a hundred thousand.” This growth 
and wide dissemination of the Christian message 
made communication among the churches much 
more difficult. The number of Christians at the end of 
the first century was still, however, relatively small 
compared to the six to seven million Jews, approxi- 
mately one-seventh to one-tenth of the entire popula- 
tion of the Roman Empire. Of this number, it is 
estimated that between one and two million Jews 
lived in Palestine.!® As a result of the distance be- 
tween churches, the writing of letters or epistles and 
their circulation by couriers, though difficult at best, 
became more and more common and enabled Chris- 
tians to find out what was going on elsewhere. The 
letters were also used to teach and instruct new con- 
verts in the faith and to help maintain some sense of 
unity among the churches. By the third and fourth 
centuries some Christian leaders were regularly cir- 
culating or publishing their letters (e.g., Cyprian and 
later Athanasius). From probably the first century, 
besides the letters of the Apostle Paul, at least some of 
the General or Catholic Epistles in the NT (James, 1 
Peter, and 1 John) were circulated among the 
churches (although some of these letters—2 Peter, 2, 
3 John, and Jude—may have been written after the 
first century and not circulated until the late second 
century or even later). In the late first and early sec- 
ond centuries, letters were also written by Clement of 
Rome, Ignatius, and Polycarp and were well received 
and circulated widely in churches. 


4. The Delay of the Parousia (Christ's 
Return) 


By the end of the first century and in the early 
part of the second century, the delay of Christ’s re- 
turn to establish his kingdom upon the earth had 
begun to cause a change in outlook among Chris- 
tians. The apocalyptic message of the earlier dis- 
ciples, which had focused upon the imminent re- 


turn of Christ and the violent overthrow of all ex- 
isting kingdoms on the earth, was no longer as ap- 
pealing to Christians as it had been. Jesus had not 
returned, and some Christians were losing pa- 
tience. Some writings of that period and even later 
continued the apocalyptic message, urging Chris- 
tians to steadfastness, patience, and preparation for 
the coming day of Christ’s return (Rev 1:3; 3:10-11; 
22:20; 2 Pet 3:3-7), but as time went on, this mes- 
sage had less attraction. By the turn of the century, 
Christians were generally settling in for a long wait 
before Christ’s return. John’s Gospel, for example, 
has almost no references to the coming apocalyptic 
kingdom of God as found in the Synoptic Gospels 
(see John 3:3; 5:25-29 for references to this king- 
dom). The primary message in John is about the 
eternal life that has already begun in Jesus (John 
10:10; 1 John 5:11—13) and about becoming the chil- 
dren of God at the present time (John 1:11-12). This 
emphasis on the present and the eternal and the 
move away from the focus on the apocalyptic com- 
ing of the Son of Man have some parallels in the 
rise of the gnostic Christian message in the early 
second century. The delay of the coming (or re- 
turn) of the expected Christ was difficult for many 
Christians. How the church was supposed to speak 
to its believing community at the end of the first 
century, when Jesus had not yet come after more 
than sixty years, was an issue that had to be ad- 
dressed. Some late first- or second-century Chris- 
tians had begun emphasizing a “realized” (already 
present) eschatology, and there was conflict over 
the matter of the time of the return, when the 
promises that the Christians had eagerly awaited 
would be fulfilled (cf. 2 Tim 2:16-18; 2 Pet 3:3~4). 


5. A Vacuum of Authority and the 
Developing Structure of the Church 


The deaths of the apostles and the decline of 
the prophetic voice in the church led to the gradual 
collection of Christian writings and their eventual 
recognition as Scripture. While there was a live 
voice in the church who had witnessed the activity 
of God in Christ, the church preferred the living 
witness over written documents, as Papias stated 
in the first third of the second century (Eusebius, 
Hist. eccl. 3.39.4).9 Although the writings of Paul 
were likely gathered and circulated in Asia Minor 
by the end of the first century A.D., there is little to 
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show that they were viewed as Scripture by that 
time. The vacuum, if we may speak of one, was 
eventually filled in the first decades of the second 
century A.D., when the office of bishop (earlier 
the title was still interchangeable with that of pres- 
byter or elder) began to acquire more and more 
prominence in the church, and there was a recog- 
nized need for more organization, authority, and 
control in the church. This strong organizational 
structure under the leadership of the bishop was 
accompanied by creedal formulations, by which it 
sought to rid itself of heretics, and by a collection of 
Scriptures, which at first included the writings of 
the OT, various apocryphal and pseudepigraphal 
writings, and eventually several Christian writings. 
The inclusion of these writings in a biblical canon 
was a much later development in the church. (See 
ch. 13, below, on the formation of the Christian bib- 
lical canon.) 

The other main causes of this increased ten- 
dency toward a hierarchical organization were the 
growth of heresy in the church, which threatened 
to sever it into many splinters, and the rapidly 
growing and expanding church, with large dis- 
tances separating the various Christian communi- 
ties. As the role of the wandering charismatic 
preachers or prophets within the church dimin- 
ished, perhaps because of abuse of privilege, it gave 
way to the more stable role of the bishop and 
teachers in the church. Didache 11-13 offers an in- 
teresting look at the problem of the wandering 
prophets, how they were dealt with, and the con- 
flict in the church over the reception of such indi- 
viduals, some of whom were believed to be deceitful 
and were not to be received (2 John 7-11), while 
others were more acceptable and were to be re- 
ceived (3 John 5-10) (see sec. E.4, below). It was 
thought that the best way to deal with each of 
these problems, as well as others, was to increase 
the power of the local church officers. An improve- 
ment in the relations between the churches gener- 
ally—though not always—resulted from having 
strong leaders or bishops over them. The notion of 
a central, overarching bishop (such as the position 
later occupied by the bishop of Rome) did not man- 
ifest itself in the early life of the church, but the 
idea of a powerful episcopate did take hold in Asia 
Minor, especially in the teaching and example of 
Ignatius of Antioch (died ca. A.D. 115). Ignatius’s 
major concerns were unity among the churches 


and dealing with heretics within the churches. By 
the vesting of power in the bishop or overseer of 
the congregation, authority was assigned to deal 
with matters affecting the church. This authorita- 
tive, hierarchical structure cited as its authority 
the apostolic writings and creeds that emerged out 
of the “apostolic deposit” of teaching passed on in 
the churches (the regula fidei), and this appeal to 
authority enabled the church to deal more effec- 
tively with the threats to its unity and integrity as 
a community of followers of Jesus. 


6. The Scriptures of the Early Christian Church 


Along with OT writings and some writings 
commonly called the apocrypha and pseudepig- 
rapha, a collection of Christian Scriptures was also 
eventually incorporated into the authoritative writ- 
ings of the church to deal with the problems and is- 
sues that it faced in its social life, for catechetical 
needs, and for worship. The OT and some of the 
other books continued to be used in the churches 
of the first two centuries A.D., but primarily as pro- 
phetic books that pointed to Jesus and not gener- 
ally as a list of laws and regulations to follow. The 
OT Scriptures were interpreted almost entirely as 
a prophetic document, that is, allegorically and 
typologically for practical application and for Chris- 
tian apologetic. Many in the church had to deal 
with the problem of how to accept the OT as Holy 
Scripture without accepting its call to obey the law. 
This question was first addressed in a serious manner 
in the church by Paul in Gal 3-4 and Rom 3-6 and 
subsequently by Justin in the mid-second century. 

The primary authority in the early Christian 
church at the end of the first century was, without 
question, the teachings of Jesus and examples drawn 
from his life. His death and resurrection formed the 
foundation for Christian preaching and teaching 
and was at the core of early Christian hope for for- 
giveness and reconciliation with God. The Gospels 
(perhaps only one or two of them at first) and the 
letters of Paul, whose theology was formulated 
around the death and resurrection of Jesus, were 
the primary Christian writings and received the 
earliest recognition in the churches. Among the 
earliest Christian writings to affect the church’s life 
and worship were the Gospels, and this continued 
to be true throughout the second century even 
when other Christian writings were also being 
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added to that collection. Paul’s letters and his con- 
tributions will be discussed more fully in chs. 9 and 
10, below. 


D. Worship in the Early Church 


Our study here will focus only on worship in 
the NT and the developing church after the death 
of the apostles. We note, however, that the use of 
OT Scriptures and the practices of first-century Ju- 
daism were the primary models for most worship in 
the early Christian church.”° 


1. Terms 


There is no single word in the NT to describe all 
the dimensions of what appears to constitute NT 
worship. The terms most often used for worship are 
the following: (a) mpookvvéw (proskyned). This is 
only found a few times in the NT, but its primary 
focus is adoration, veneration, and submission. 
The word means “kiss,” “become prostrate,” or 
even “bend” or “bow down,” and these actions 
may well have originally been among acts of wor- 
ship (see Matt 14:33; Mark 5:6; Luke 24:52; John 
4:20, 1 Cor 14:25; etc.). (b) yovumetéw (gonypeted). 
This term, which means literally “bend the knee,” is 
found in adoration texts such as Luke 22:41 and Matt 
17:14. (c) Aatpeta, AaTpEvw (latreia, latreud). This 
noun and cognate verb indicate service, as to a god, 
perhaps the offering of sacrifice and service without 
regard for reward. In the NT they emphasize service 
and dedication of one’s life to God (see Acts 7:7, 42; 
Rom 1:9; 9:4; 12:1; Heb 9:1). (d) Aertoupyta, 
AEeLToupyew (leitourgia, leitourged). These are also 
terms of service, but they tend to be used of a ritual 
service, as in the case of “ministry” rendered to or for 
God (see Luke 1:23; Acts 13:2; 2 Cor 9:12; Heb 9:21; 
10:11). The word “liturgy” comes from this term. 


2. The Meaning of Worship 


In the ancient Jewish and pagan world, wor- 
ship consisted mainly of animal sacrifice. In the NT, 
however, the emphasis is upon self-sacrifice in honor 
and adoration of Christ because of his death/sacri- 
fice on the cross (Mark 8:34-36). Worship appears 
to be the response of grateful persons to the grace 
of God that has come in the work of Jesus Christ 


(see Rom 12:1, 2). It does not take place when a priest 
makes a sacrifice on one’s behalf but, rather, when 
persons individually or corporately offer praise and 
service to God. In Christ the whole church has be- 
come a priesthood and a temple inhabited by the 
Holy Spirit or the presence of God (see 1 Cor 6:19; 
Eph 2:19-22; 1 Pet 2:9). From a NT perspective, 
worship is incomplete without personal participa- 
tion in the giving or sacrificing of oneself to God. 
The author of Hebrews, however, underscores the 
assumption that Christ is our sacrifice (cf. 1 Cor 5:7) 
and that no other sacrifice need be performed. Ac- 
cording to the author, the blood of bulls, goats, or 
other animals cannot accomplish what Christ’s 
sacrifice accomplished (Heb 10:4—11; cf. Ps 40). 


3. Elements of Worship and Ritual 


Whatever ritual acts are involved in worship, 
from a NT perspective it is essentially spiritual in 
nature (see 1 Pet 2:5; Rom 12:2)—primarily an in- 
ternal attitude, rather than the practice of external 
rituals. This emphasis is also found in Isa 1, 6 and 
Ps 51. Three rituals connected with worship are fre- 
quently mentioned in the NT, and two others less 
frequently. Explicit instruction on how to practice 
them is not given in the NT; this came much later 
in the early church, when there were many varia- 
tions. They include the following: (a) Baptism. In 
its earliest form, baptism was administered by im- 
mersion after faith in Christ (“baptism” comes from 
the Gk. BantiCw, baptizd, “immerse”) and was ac- 
companied by a reference to Jesus, that is, in his 
name (e.g., Acts 2:38). Matthew 28:19 alone in the 
NT mentions baptism in the name of the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. (b) Communion, Eucharist, or 
Lord’s Supper. This is the only ritual regularly 
practiced by the early church. It apparently con- 
sisted of a simple meal of bread and wine over 
which a blessing and prayer of thanksgiving were 
pronounced (1 Cor 10:16; 11:26). The Greek term 
ebvyaptotia, eucharistia (verb ebyaptoTéw, eucharisted), 
from which the word “eucharist” comes, means 
“thanksgiving,” “giving thanks,” and focuses upon 
the fact that thanksgiving was offered before par- 
taking of the bread and wine. The term “mass,” 
used later to denote this act, comes from the Latin 
missa, “sent.” The origins of the use of this term for 
the Eucharist or communion are unknown, but it 
dates back at least to the fifth century A.D. in Vienne. 
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(c) Laying on of hands. This was associated primarily 
with the receiving of the Holy Spirit (Acts 8:17) but 
also with commissioning persons to Christian ser- 
vice (Acts 13:13). (d) Lifting up of hands. The prac- 
tice of lifting up one’s hands to God was already a 
common practice among the Jews (see Pss 134:2; 
143:6) and other ancient peoples, including the 
Egyptians. To lift up the hands in worship probably 
symbolized one’s submission to God and a reaching 
toward God. It was also the sign for pronouncing a 
blessing upon persons (see Lev 9:22; also Luke 
24:50; 1 Tim 2:8). (e) Foot washing. Although this 
activity is described in John 13:5-17, it was not gen- 
erally practiced by the early church, which appar- 
ently saw it not so much as a command to follow 
as an attitude to have, that is, one of submission. 


4. Worship Services 


The early church patterned much of its wor- 
ship service after that of the Jewish synagogue ser- 
vice. The service was characterized by prayers 
(Acts 2:42), reading of Scriptures (1 Tim 4:13), ex- 
position or explanation of the Scriptures (Rom 12:8), 
singing of spiritual songs (Eph 5:19-20), and contri- 
butions for those in need (see 1 Cor 16:2; also Acts 
2:42-46; 4:32-35). The Christians apparently regu- 
larly shared in communion (see no. 3.b, above). 

Many of the Christian worship services were 
characterized by joy and celebration (Acts 2:47; 1 
Thess 5:16—18) as well as a corporate sharing of the 
gifts of ministry resident in the members of the con- 
gregation (1 Cor 14:26; Acts 4:32-37). Although at 
first Christians seemed to gather daily in the temple 
for prayers (Acts 2:46), the time of regular worship 
services seems first to have been on the Sabbath— 
Saturday—but by the middle of the first century, 
many Christians were gathering regularly on the 
first day of the week (see 1 Cor 16:2; Acts 20:7; Rev 
1:10), probably in honor of the day Jesus was raised 
from the dead (see Justin, 1 Apol. 67, below). 

The earliest known description of a Christian 
worship service outside the NT is found in Justin 
Martyr’s 1 Apology (ca. A.D. 160). Its geographical 
setting is Rome, and he describes what usually 
took place when the Christians there gathered to- 
gether for worship: 


After these [services] we constantly remind each 
other of these things. Those who have more come to 
the aid of those who lack, and we are constantly to- 


gether. Over all that we receive we bless the Maker of 
all things through his Son Jesus Christ and through 
the Holy Spirit. And on the day called Sunday there 
is a meeting in one place of those who live in cities or 
the country, and the memoirs of the apostles [the 
Gospels] or the writings of the prophets [perhaps all 
or most of what we now call the OT] are read as long 
as time permits. When the reader has finished, the 
president in a discourse urges and invites [us] to the 
imitation of these noble things, Then we all stand up 
together and offer prayers. And, as said before, when 
we have finished the prayer, bread is brought, and 
wine and water, and the president similarly sends up 
prayers and thanksgivings to the best of his ability, 
and the congregation assents, saying the Amen; the 
distribution, and reception of the consecrated [ele- 
ments] by each one, takes place and they are sent to 
the absent by the deacons. Those who prosper, and 
who so wish, contribute, each one as much as he 
chooses to. What is collected is deposited with the 
president, and he takes care of orphans and widows, 
and those who are in want on account of sickness or 
any other cause, and those who are in bonds, and 
the strangers who are sojourners among [us], and, 
briefly, he is the protector of all those in need. We all 
hold this common gathering on Sunday, since it is 
the first day, on which God transforming darkness 
and matter made the universe, and Jesus Christ our 
Saviour rose from the dead on the same day. For 
they crucified him on the day before Saturday, and 
on the day after Saturday, he appeared to his apos- 
tles and disciples and taught them these things 
which I have passed on to you also for your serious 
consideration. (Justin, 1 Apol. 67)" 


5. Other Features of Early Christian Worship 


Several other important features of early Chris- 
tian worship, which are seen especially in the Pau- 
line tradition, include the fact that the services were: 
(a) Charismatic. The offering of enthusiastic praise, 
service, and prayer under the influence of the Holy 
Spirit was characteristic of early church worship. 
This was done through normal speech (1 Cor 14:19) 
as well as tongues or ecstatic speech (1 Cor 14:2, 
6-25). 'To each person was given a manifestation of 
the Spirit for the common good (1 Cor 12:7). (b) Di- 
dactic. The early Christians were a teaching com- 
munity, giving instruction in their time of worship 
(see Acts 2:42~47; 1 Cor 12:8; 14:26; Eph 4:11; 1 Tim 
3:2; 4:13; 5:17). (c) Eucharistic. They were a com- 
munity conscious of the need to give thanksgiving 
to God (Eph 5:19). (d) Communal. The Greek term 
koLvavia (koindnia) means “sharing’—the kind of 
giving that builds up the whole fellowship of Christ 
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and that includes but is not limited to the sharing 
of meals. This is the focus of 1 Cor 12:1-7. 


6. Music in the Early Church 


There is no question that the early Christians 
lifted their voices in praise to God. The NT fre- 
quently mentions the corporate singing that took 
place in worship. Some of the hymns used in wor- 
ship include 1 Cor 14:26-33, Eph 5:19-20, and Col 
3:16. Some scholars also think that examples of 
early Christian hymns can be found in Eph 5:14, 1 
Tim 3:16, Phil 2:6—11, Col 1:15-20, and Heb 1:3. Be- 
sides these there are nativity hymns or hymns that 
are part of exaltation of the birth of Jesus: Luke 
1:46-55 (Magnificat); 1:68-79 (Benedictus); 2:14 
(Gloria in Excelsis); 2:29-32 (Nunc Dimittis, “Mas- 
ter, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, 
according to your. word”). Other examples of hymns 
in the NT may well be found in John 1:1—14; 1 Pet 
1:18-21, 2:21-25, 3:18-22; and Rev 5:9-12, 12:10-12, 
19:1-3, 6-8. All of these hymns relate to the person 
and mission of Christ: sometimes his preexistence, 
how he became a man, or how he accomplished re- 
demption or salvation for the world through his 
suffering and death. The dominant motif in NT 
hymns is that Christ is victorious over all his ene- 
mies and even death itself and is rightly to be wor- 
shipped as the image of the one who is God over all. 


7. Early Christian Creeds in Worship 


The use of creeds in the early church helps us 
to see that there was an agreed body of “sound doc- 
trine” circulating in the churches that was widely— 
though not universally—accepted as representing 
the beliefs of the church. Scholars believe that sev- 
eral passages can be identified as early creedal 
statements, many exceptionally early—perhaps dat- 
ing to the A.D. 40s or 50s. Evidence of the focus on 
teaching is found in Acts 2:42; Rom 6:17; Phil 2:16; 
1 Tim 4:16; 2 Tim 1:13, 4:3; and Titus 1:9. Examples 
of creedal formulations are also found in Rom 10:9; 
1 Cor 15:3-5; Phil 2:11, 16; and 2 Tim 2:15. Many of 
what have been listed as early Christian hymns 
(see no. 6, above) may better be described as creedal 
formulas. These statements often have sets of parallel 
expressions that encapsulate and make memorable 
essential early Christian belief. 


5. WANDERING PREACHERS IN THE 
EARLY CHURCH 


The book of Acts is strangely silent about many 
things, not the least of which is what took place 
during ten years of Paul’s life after his conversion 
and what happened in the ministries of the Twelve 
after Acts 15.77 Strangely, only Peter, Stephen, and 
Paul get much attention in Acts; the others receive 
only a few fleeting comments, mostly as a group. 
Some argue that another important omission is the 
story of some of the earliest followers of Christ, 
wandering charismatic preachers called “proph- 
ets,” who proclaimed Jesus as the Christ after his 
resurrection. Paul indicates that prophets were at 
the very foundation of the other offices in the 
church (1 Cor 12:28; Eph 4:11), although it is not 
certain that these charismatic prophets are the 
ones that Paul has in mind. These prophets were a 
diminishing breed in the church by the middle of 
the second century A.D., but many believe that 
they were still quite active in the ministry of most 
churches at the end of the first century. Because 
many of these prophets were known for their ex- 
cesses and because some charlatans were practic- 
ing the role of prophet, there were clear warnings in 
the early church to be alert and to test the ministry 
of the prophets (Matt 15:20; 24:11; Rev 2:20). 
Didache 11-13, written A.D. 70-90, offers a method 
for testing the genuineness of these prophets and 
teachers as well as of apostles (these terms were 
probably interchangeable at this time): 


Whosoever then comes and teaches you all these 
things aforesaid, receive him. But if the teacher him- 
self be perverted and teach another doctrine to de- 
stroy these things, do not listen to him, but if his 
teaching be for the increase of righteousness and 
knowledge of the Lord, receive him as the Lord. And 
concerning the Apostles and Prophets, act thus ac- 
cording to the ordinance of the Gospel. Let every 
Apostle who comes to you be received as the Lord, 
but let him not stay more than one day, or if need be 
a second as well; but if he stay three days, he is a 
false prophet. And when an Apostle goes forth let 
him accept nothing but bread til he reach his night’s 
lodging; but if he ask for money, he is a false prophet 
(Did. 11.1-6 [Lake, LCL]). 


The excesses in the ranks of these charismatic 
preachers made it necessary for the church to dis- 
tinguish the good prophets from the bad, often a 
very difficult task (2 John 7-11; 3 John 5-10). 
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Luke speaks of prophets in the church in Jeru- 
salem (Acts 11:27; 21:10), at Antioch (Acts 13:1), 
and after the Acts 15 council meeting in Jerusalem 
(Acts 15:32-35). The office of prophet was essen- 
tially replaced by the office of teacher in the church 
by the end of the second century. The prophets do 
not, at first glance, appear to have done more in the 
churches than teach, though in Acts 13:1-2 they 
participate in the sending of Paul and Barnabas on 
a missionary journey to evangelize the Gentiles. In 
Jerusalem, the prophets do not seem to have played 
a very significant role in leadership decisions. 
They were evidently supported by sympathizers 
(Matt 10:11), but as time went on and the return of 
Christ did not occur, their “ethical radicalism”— 
their homelessness, lack of family and possessions, 
and lack of self-protection—was gradually tempered 
and eventually gave way to a more moderate and 


settled lifestyle. Around A.D. 130-140 Lucian, the - 
pagan satirist and philosopher, wrote a scathing 
satire against a self-proclaimed prophet in the church, 
by the name of Proteus Peregrinus, who defrauded 
a church in Asia Minor of much money before 
moving on to other opportunities. (See sec. 7.F, 
below, for Lucian’s description of Peregrinus.) 


6. THE SEPARATION OF CHRISTIANITY 
FROM JUDAISM” 


A. When Christians Ceased Being Jews 


Most scholars agree today on the following points: 
(1) Christianity began as a sect of Judaism in the 
first century A.D., but it ceased being a Jewish sect 
(2) when the church became predominantly Gen- 
tile in character and composition and ceased ob- 


The Mosque of Abraham (Haram el-Khalil = Tomb of the Patriarchs) at Hebron was built by Herod the Great around 
the Cave of Machpelah to honor the patriarchs. The current walls and pavement within are Herodian, but portions of 
the structure may go back to the time of Solomon. Some parts of the structure were added by the Moslems, especially 
the top of the wall and the two minarets. Many Jews and Moslems believe that Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, Rebecca, 
Leah, and Joseph were buried here, and some Moslems contend that Adam left his footprint when he prayed here. 
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serving Jewish practices, especially circumcision 
and obedience to the law, and (3) when Jesus had 
been elevated to a position higher than that of any 
other intermediary person from the history of an- 
cient Judaism.”* 

At the beginning, the church did not distin- 
guish itself from the larger body of those adhering 
to the practice of Judaism. Nevertheless, Christian- 
ity generally ceased to be a part of what survived 
as mainstream Judaism well before the end of the 
first century A.D. The complete separation followed 
the Bar Kokhba rebellion of A.D. 132-135. What led 
to this separation? As stated, it was nearly com- 
plete when the church generally ceased observing 
the law, the practice of circumcision, the celebra- 
tion of special holy days when Jesus was venerated 
as divine, and when there was widespread accep- 
tance of Gentiles into the church’s midst without 
observance of the above practices. The separation 
began very early with the Hellenistic Christian mis- 
sion to the Gentiles, especially in Antioch, and also 
with the missionary endeavors of the apostle Paul, 
and it was confirmed by the ways in which Chris- 


tians were treated by the Romans. The church did 
not necessarily wish for this break, nor did it advo- 
cate such a position. Even Paul saw himself within 
the mainstream of what true Judaism was all about 
(Rom 2:25—29). He was brokenhearted that most of 
his fellow Jews could not see that his gospel was 
well within the boundaries of Judaism (Rom 
10:1-13). But his emphasis on the freedom of the 
Gentiles from the normativeness of the law and the 
constantly increasing number of Gentile converts 
continued the pressure for the separation to be- 
come final. 

Although Jewish Christians continued their 
worship in the temple in Jerusalem until they de- 
parted for Pella because of persecution ca. A.D. 62 
and although many continued to meet in the syna- 
gogues well into the second century, their partici- 
pation in the mainstream of Judaism became in- 
creasingly more difficult much earlier. From before 
the time of the Jamnia (Jabneh) conference (ca. 
A.D. 90) until shortly after the Bar Kokhba rebel- 
lion (A.D. 132-135), there was a rapidly growing in- 
tolerance toward the Jewish Christians within 
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mainstream Judaism. This intolerance of Christians 
was probably heightened by Jewish Christians’ fail- 
ure to support the nationalistic messianic move- 
ment of Bar Kokhba. More and more, however, the 
Gentile congregations saw themselves as having 
taken the place of the Jews in the plan of God, and 
this supersession, which was in effect a formal sep- 
aration from Judaism, was set in motion in a direc- 
tion from which the church never returned. Often 
this process was justified by such NT texts as Rom 
11:17-24, but Paul himself shuddered at the 
thought of the church replacing the Jews in the 
plan of God. To him the setting aside of the Jews 
from receiving God’s salvation in Jesus Christ was 
only a temporary measure, and he believed that all 
Jews would eventually convert to faith in Jesus 
Christ (Rom 11:25-32). 

The vituperative language against the Jews by 
many of the early church fathers from the second 
to the fifth century, and even later, demonstrates 
the pain of that fateful separation of Christianity 
from Judaism. The process was often filled with 
hate, anger, and even violence from both Jews and 


Christians. The Christians, who saw themselves as 
the legitimate heirs of the Jewish religious tradi- 
tions, were at pains to demonstrate that they had 
superseded the Jews. They called into question the 
Jewish inheritance as the people of God, their abil- 
ity to interpret their own Scriptures, their method 
of interpretation, and even their future as the 
people of God (Origen, Hom. Judic. 8.2 [GCS 
7.510.14]). They claimed as their own the antiquity 
and traditions of the Jews as the people of God, in- 
cluding the prophets, who were called believers in 
Christ and were appropriated into the Christian 
tradition. Ignatius of Antioch, for example, claims 
that the “Prophets also do we love, because they 
have announced the Gospel, and are hoping in him 
[Christ] and waiting for him, by faith in whom they 
also obtain salvation, being united with Jesus 
Christ, for they are worthy of love and saints wor- 
thy of admiration, approved by Jesus Christ, and 
numbered together in the Gospel of the common 
hope” (Phid. 5.2 [LCL]). 

The Christians began to teach that the Scrip- 
tures themselves became the sole possession of the 
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Christians because only they could properly under- 
stand them and their fulfillment was only found in 
Christ (Clement of Alexandria, Misc. 6.28.1). Ac- 
cording to Justin, the Christians had become the 
“true spiritual Israel” because the Jews had de- 
spised and forsaken the law of God and his holy 
covenant and had hardened their hearts, refusing 
to see and perceive the will of God given to them 
through the prophets (Dial. 11, 12). Along with 
many other Christian writers, starting with the 
Gospel of John (see 8:29-41a), Justin argued from 
the example of Abraham for the inclusion of the 
Gentiles and for the exclusion of the Jews (cf. Dial. 
110). In Rom 11:25-27 Paul speaks of a temporary 
situation that allowed for the inclusion of the 
Gentiles while maintaining the Jews as the elect 
people of God. He uses the example of Abraham in 
Gal 3:6-9, 13-14 and Rom 4:1-18 not to exclude the 
Jews but to include the Gentiles. In time, however, 
the inclusion of the Gentiles was viewed as also ex- 
cluding the Jews. Siker has noted similarly that 
Deut 7:1-6 was used by the Jews as a way of includ- 
ing the Jews and excluding the Gentiles.” Justin 


Martyr, however, may be the first Christian writer 
to argue specifically that it is the Christians who 
are the “true spiritual Israel,” who have replaced 
the Jews (Dial. 1, 123, 135).7° Such arguments by 
Christians would obviously be met with strong op- 
position by the Jews. In this context, a battle en- 
sued for the traditions and heritage of the Jewish 
tradition that the church laid claim to, contested 
between Christians and the survivors of first-cen- 
tury Judaism, rabbinic Judaism. 

Under such titles as Adversus Judaeos (Against 
the Jews) and Altercatio cum Judaeo (A Debate with 
a Jew), the early church fathers produced many 
harsh polemical writings against the Jewish people. 
The frequency and intensity of this phenomenon 
are accompanied by the strange contradiction of its 
presence in Christian literature. The vast majority 
of these criticisms are religious in nature, that is, 
they are anti-Judaistic, but they also oppose those 
who followed the precepts of Judaism. The criti- 
cisms are not racial in their orientation, but many 
of the writings are unusually intense, even to the 
point of condemning the Jewish people as a whole 


A portion of a chapel mosaic in St. Catherine’s Monastery, Mount Sinai, depicting St. Peter at the Mount of 
Transfiguration. Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


248 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


and in some cases even suggesting or encouraging 
hostilities toward the Jews. Anti-Jewish sentiment 
was nothing new when the church was born, but 
the Christian anti-Judaic rhetoric was different 
from that of the Greco-Roman world, even though 
it may have been influenced by it. What at times 
may appear in the church fathers to be a reference 
to race, that is, Jews being condemned as a people 
or nation, is most often a reference to their religious 
identity rather than to their ethnic origins. A “reli- 
gious” anti-Judaism, however, could be just as hos- 
tile and dangerous to the Jews as a bias based on 
race. Unfortunately, in that respect religious anti- 
Judaism was not unlike racial anti-Semitism, espe- 
cially during the late patristic and medieval times. 
From the church’s perspective, as Marcel Simon ar- 
gues, “a Jew was characterized by his religion. If he 
was converted, he ceased to be a Jew, and the ulti- 
mate aim [of the church] was just that, the conver- 
sion of Israel.”2” In the Dialogue of Timothy and 
Aquila, for example, after Aquila (the Jew) con- 
verted to the Christian faith and was renamed 
Theognostos, he was then described as one who 
“became the receptacle of the Holy Ghost—he who 
was once a Jew, but now a Christian by [the grace 
of] God; he who was once a wolf, but now had be- 
come Christ’s sheep.”28 

Although the NT contains negative comments 
about the Jews, there is not the invective in which 
the Jews are completely rejected by God and per- 
manently replaced by the Christians. As men- 
tioned, Paul understood the displacement of the 
Jews as a temporary matter and longed for their 
conversion (Rom. 11:11, 15, 23-24). There is little 
doubt that “theological anti-Judaism’~? had its ori- 
gins in the NT writings, especially those of John, 
where “the Jews” are seen as those who oppose 
Jesus John 5:10-18; 6:41-59; 7:1, 10-13; 8:48-59), 
and even of Paul (Rom 11:17-30; Gal 3-4; 1 Thess 
2:14-16). The anti-Jewish comments in Paul (who, 
it must not be forgotten, was himself a Jew) are 
more focused, however, on religious matters such 
as the law, its ritual, and the failure of the Jews to 
convert to the Christian faith than they are on the 
Jews themselves. The charges against the Jews of 
obduracy, blindness, crimes committed against the 
prophets, and finally the crucifixion of Jesus are all 
part of the Christian tradition from its beginning. 
For instance, the charge of blindness is found in 
the Jesus tradition in Matt 23:16 (cf. Mark 12:37-40), 


which included judgment from God for killing the 
prophets in 23:29-36. The charge of obduracy 
among the Jews is similar to the charge in Acts 
28:25-29, in which the author grounds his judg- 
ment in Isa 6:9-10. The charge of deicide against 
the Jews by Melito in Sardis ca. A.D. 180 is not far 
removed from the words of Paul in 1 Cor 2:8. Ob- 
serving these charges, Ruether has raised the 
question whether anti-Judaism is essential to 
Christian theology. She contends that John gives 
the “ultimate theological form to that diabolizing 
of ‘the Jews’ which is the root of anti-Semitism 
in the Christian tradition,” and concludes that 
there is no way to eliminate anti-Judaism from 
Christianity without overhauling its christological 
hermeneutic.” 

The charges against the Jews in the writings of 
the church fathers, though similar and often paral- 
lel with those in the NT, are intensified and ex- 
panded to include God’s ultimate and final rejec- 
tion of the Jews. Among some of the church fathers 
there appears to have been a shift from an anti-Ju- 
daic stance to one that was more anti-Jewish; that 
is, instead of opposing the tenets of Judaism as a 
means of salvation, they began to reject the Jewish 
people themselves.*! Some of the most intense 
Christian writers against the Jews (Aphraates, 
Ephraem, Chrysostom, Cyril of Alexandria, and 
even Augustine of Hippo) are from the fourth and 
fifth centuries. In time this language led to outright 
hostilities against the Jews, as in the case of Cyril of 
Alexandria (ca. A.D. 414), who tried to get the 
Christians to throw the Jews out of the city. His 
success in this is not known, but his language 
against the Jews is. He calls them “the most de- 
ranged of all men,” “senseless,” “blind,” “uncom- 
prehending,” and “demented” (In Lucam, Homily 
101). John Chrysostom accused the Jews of being 
“bandits,” “killers of the Lord,” “licentious,” “pos- 
sessed by demons,” and the like (Homily 8, Against 
Jews [PG 48:927-942]). Tertullian argued that God’s 
grace had ceased working among the Jews because 
they had despised and rejected Jesus as their Mes- 
siah with impiety, which was foretold about them 
in the Scriptures (Ag. Jews 13). 

The separation of the church from Judaism, 
which by all accounts was not a peaceful one, left 
many bitter feelings in its wake. By the end of the 
fifth century, the vast majority of the Christian lit- 
erature that mentioned the Jews at all did so, with 
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a few exceptions, in a negative manner.* In time, 
partly as a result of the Jews’ opposition to the 
church and partly as a result of their failure to con- 
vert to Christianity, many of the church fathers en- 
couraged Christians to take hostile actions against 


them. For example, when Christians in Callinicum 
in Asia, led by their bishop, burned down a Jew- 
ish synagogue, the local governor required them 
to rebuild the synagogue at the bishop’s own ex- 
pense. Ambrose, bishop of Milan (c. 339-397), 
hearing of this decision, appealed the sentence 
to the emperor, Theodosius the Great, and pub- 
licly refused him communion until he reversed the 
governor’s sentence (Ambrose, Ep. 40, 41). The ob- 
vious implication drawn from Ambrose’s actions 
was that it was all right to do such things to the 
Jews.*4 


B. The Causes of the Separation and 
Hostilities 


The factors that led to the complete separation 
of Christianity from Judaism are in many respects 
very clear. The most important reason for the sepa- 
ration of the two religious groups was a difference 
in the Christians’ understandings of the person of 
Jesus and of the nature and role of the Torah. 
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From the very beginnings of the Christian 
movement, the Jews stumbled over the notion of a 
crucified Messiah (1 Cor 1:23). The christological 
formulations about Jesus, that he was Lord and 
Christ, were also considered incompatible with the 
Jewish understanding of the person and role of the 
Messiah.”© It was also impossible for the Jews to 
square the Gentile Christian attitude toward the 
law with their own understanding of Torah and 
the responsibility of living within God’s covenant.” 
The eventual separation of Christianity from Judaism 
therefore seems inevitable, even though a signifi- 
cant number of Jewish Christians, who were called 
Ebionites, Elkesaites, Cerinthians, and Nazarenes, 
did not see this as necessary.?® 

It is hard to imagine how the two groups could 
have stayed together long given their differences 
on these major issues. This still does not account 
for the level of vindictive rhetoric and eventual 
hostilities between them or for their negative pre- 
occupation with each other for hundreds of years.” 
What moved the relations from debate and separa- 
tion to open hostilities? Several factors played a 
role. 


1. The Failure of the Jews to Convert to 
Christianity 


Early Christians had three major expectations 
that did not materialize in the way they had hoped: 
(1) that Jesus would soon return to the earth and 
establish his kingdom, (2) that the city of Jerusalem 
would become the capital of the Christian faith, 
and (3) that the nation of Israel would soon come 
to accept Jesus as the promised Messiah.*° This last 
point proved to be quite frustrating for the early 
church, which became preoccupied for centuries 
with concern for the Jews. How could those who 
had received the promises of God, were the inter- 
preters of the Law and the Prophets, and were the 
heirs of Israel’s traditions have failed to recognize 
that Jesus was the promised Messiah? Paul shared 
this frustration but, as mentioned, was convinced 
that the Jews would eventually come to faith in 
Christ (Rom 9-11). No one in the earliest church 
believed that Israel’s rejection of Jesus as Messiah 
would continue for long. 

The church attempted to deal with this prob- 
lem in two ways. (1) They made many attempts to 
convert the Jews, believing that God had not re- 


jected them (see, e.g., the Petrine sermons in Acts 
2:38-41, 3:17-26; Paul’s argument in Rom 1:16, 
10:1, 11:1-2, 23-32; and the thrust of many of the 
early and late Dialogues, which call upon the Jews 
to convert to Christ). (2) When these efforts did not 
prove successful and, as time went on, fewer and 
fewer Jews became Christians, especially after the 
Gentiles became a majority of the Christian com- 
munity,*! many Christians began to raise the ques- 
tion whether the Jews had been rejected by God, 
seeing that they were no longer able either to inter- 
pret the Scriptures because of their spiritual blind- 
ness and hardness of heart or to understand God’s 
salvation in Christ. It was further argued, as we 
have already seen, that the church took the place 
of Israel and indeed had become the “new Israel.” 
The problem facing those who held this view was 
that the “old Israel” not only continued to exist 
some four hundred years after the formation of the 
church but that it was also prospering and offering 
a viable alternative to the Christian faith. The fail- 
ure of the Jews to convert, therefore, constituted a 
major theological problem for the early Christians, 
who called into question Israel’s existence and reli- 
gious heritage. The church’s claim to have inher- 
ited Israel's promises and traditions could only bring 
it into sharp conflict with the Jews, who continued 
to have a vibrant and influential community of 
faith for centuries after the church had announced 
this claim. 


2. Christian Apologetic Needs 


The Christian apologies to the pagans and the 
Christian attacks on the various heresies and here- 
tics within the church, for example, Marcion, often 
cast aspersions against the Jews. Tertullian had 
more criticism of the Jews in his treatment of Marcion 
and other heretics (Prescr. 8; Ag. Marc. 3.23.1-2; 
4.14, 15) than when dealing specifically with the 
Jews in his Against the Jews. Their pagan opponents 
asked the Christians why they did not obey the 
law, practice circumcision, or observe the Sabbath 
if they truly had accepted the Hebrew Scriptures as 
their own. How can the Hebrew Scriptures be nor- 
mative for the church when the church does not 
obey the law it promotes? These and other criti- 
cisms against Christianity were raised by Celsus 
(e.g., Origen, Cels, 1.55; 2.76-78; 3.10; 4.77). Porphyry 
wrote some fifteen books against the Christians, se- 
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verely criticizing their religion and denouncing 
them for having abandoned their religious heri- 
tage, Judaism (see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 1.2.1-4; 
1.3.1). The Christian response came at the expense 
of the Jews. It was because of the Jews’ hardness of 
heart and their many crimes that God first insti- 
tuted the law, and because of their continuing ob- 
duracy that he changed the whole scheme of re- 
demption, abolishing the necessity of the law. His 
new people, the church, was now under a new dis- 
pensation of God’s grace and therefore no longer 
under the law. When the Jews were removed as the 
people of God and the church was made the new 
Israel, a new day in God’s economy began. The He- 
brew Scriptures could no longer be understood lit- 
erally but only spiritually, since the Spirit was now 
resident in the new community of faith. 


3. The Attractiveness of Judaism to 
Christians 


Many Christians in the fourth and fifth centu- 
ries were anguished over the fact that Gentile 
Christians and many pagan Gentiles were finding 
Judaism more attractive than Christianity. Many 
were attending Jewish festivals regularly and even 
converting to Judaism. Large numbers of them 
sought physical healing from the Jews through 
their prayers and incantations and the wearing of 
Jewish amulets. The successes of the Jewish mis- 
sionary efforts can be seen in the fact that Chrysostom 
felt obliged to warn Christians against converting 
to Judaism some twenty-three years after the death 
of Emperor Julian near the end of the fourth cen- 
tury. The author of the Apostolic Constitutions and 
Canons, writing near the end of the fourth century 
and probably from Syria, shows that not just the 
laity but also the church’s leaders were tempted to- 
ward Judaism. He stipulates what treatment 
should come to those who follow Jewish practices 
and orders that “if any bishop, or any other of the 
clergy, fasts with the Jews, or keeps the festivals 
with them, or accepts of the presents from their fes- 
tivals, as unleavened bread or some such thing, let 
him be deprived; but if he be one of the laity, let 
him be suspended” (Apos. Con. 8.47.70 [ANF]). In 
another place, after he has enumerated the crimes 
of the Jews, including their blindness and hardness 
of heart, he commands that the Christians no lon- 
ger “keep the feast with the Jews, for we have now 


no communion with them” (Apos. Con. 5.3.16-17 
[ANF]). In similar circumstances, John Chrysostom 
in 387 warned Christians against being attracted to 
Judaism and to do all that was necessary to bring a 
“defector” (one who had left the church and con- 
verted to Judaism) back to the Christian fold, even 
if it involved the use of force. He supported these 
measures by focusing on the enormity of the crimes 
of the Jews and told his audience to ask the defec- 
tor, “Tell me, do you agree with the Jews who cru- 
cified Christ and who blaspheme him to this day 
and call him a transgressor of the law? Surely he 
will not dare say—if he is a Christian, and even if 
he has been judaizing countless times—‘I agree 
with the Jews’” (Homily 8, Against Jews [PG 
48:934]).2 Such invective reveals that Judaism, far 
from vanishing from the scene, was in fact flourish- 
ing in the latter half of the fourth century. 


4. The Intimidation Factor 


As mentioned, by the turn of the first century, 
those who counted themselves among the Chris- 
tians were probably fewer than a hundred thou- 
sand throughout the Roman Empire, while the 
Jewish population was somewhere between six and 
seven million. By any estimate, in their first two 
hundred years and probably longer, the Christians 
were greatly outnumbered and probably intimi- 
dated not only by the number of Jews in the empire 


. but also by their large buildings, such as those at 


Sardis, and their long-standing influence and pro- 
tected privileges in the Greco-Roman world. In the 
century following the conversion of Constantine, 
there is no certain evidence on whether the Chris- 
tians significantly outnumbered the Jews. 

Besides, there were many Gentile Godfearers, 
who had accepted several of Judaism’s basic tenets, 
and an even larger number who accepted aspects 
of Judaism but did not convert to it.“* Conversion 
to Judaism consisted of accepting the God and 
Torah of the Israelites and being accepted into the 
Jewish community. Before the destruction of the 
temple in A.D. 70, conversion to Judaism entailed 
circumcision, sacrifice, and the keeping of the law, 
but afterwards, along with circumcision, it always 
stressed the essential tenets of Torah as taught by 
Judaism’s teachers of the law. Many Gentiles 
throughout the empire had adopted some of the 
most common Jewish practices, such as Sabbath 
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and holiday observance, attendance at the syna- 
gogue, and the veneration of God. John Chrysostom, 
for example, condemned Christians in Antioch who 
were Observing with the Jews the first two of these 
practices.*° 

So powerful was the influence of the Jews in 
the empire that the Christians could not be certain 
even in the fourth and fifth centuries that the gains 
they had acquired under Constantine would not be 
overturned. In order to understand the Christians’ 
fear, one need only recall the actions of the em- 
peror Julian, who tried to return the empire to its 
former pagan ways. After rejecting his Christian 
upbringing, he attempted to reverse the gains of 
the Christians by promoting the welfare of the Jews 
over the Christians and by trying to rebuild the 
temple in Jerusalem. Twice earlier, during the 
reigns of Hadrian and Constantine, the Jews at- 
tempted to rebuild their temple but were unsuc- 
cessful. Had Julian’s attempt succeeded, one of the 
Christians’ most enduring arguments against Juda- 
ism would have been blunted. They had long 
claimed that the destruction of the temple and the 
expulsion of the Jews from Jerusalem under 
Hadrian were evidence of God’s rejection of the 
Jews and proof of the consequent election of the 
Christians to take their place. So common was this 
claim that one can scarcely believe that Julian, 
who was raised in the Christian religion, was un- 
aware of it.4” Socrates Scholasticus, the church 
historian (ca. A.D. 380-450), tells of Julian’s promo- 
tion of, and financial support for, the Jews to re- 
build the temple in Jerusalem and describes in de- 
tail the supernatural intervention of God by an 
earthquake and fire to prevent it from happening. 
By emphasizing that Cyril, bishop of Jerusalem, had 
predicted the demise of the structure, Socrates de- 
notes divine intervention in the matter. As a conse- 
quence of this divine activity, he says, many Jews 
“confessed that Christ is God: yet they did not his 
will” even after a cross miraculously appeared on 
their garments afterwards (Hist. eccl. 3.20). What- 
ever happened in Jerusalem to terminate Julian’s 
plan, his early death from wounds received in 
battle in the east brought a cessation to any further 
plans for rebuilding the temple. Christians saw 
all this as proof of God’s rejection of the Jews 
and validation of the Christian claims. Sozomen 
(ca. 425-430), affirming a divine role in this event, 
reports that after the destruction of Julian’s temple 


in Jerusalem, “many [Jews] were hence led to con- 
fess that Christ is God, and that the rebuilding of 
the temple was not pleasing to Him” (Hist. eccl. 
5.22). Whether there is any truth to his claim— 
there is a tendency in ancient histories to be self- 
serving—one can at least see that the failure to rebuild 
the temple was important for Christian apologetics. 


5. Jewish Polemic and Hostilities against 
Christians 


Given the level of Christian anti-Judaic rheto- 
ric, it is inconceivable that the Jews did not respond 
in some way to the Christian polemic against them. 
But therein lies a major problem. Very few Jewish 
sources from the earliest days of the church docu- 
ment such a response from the Jews. If the Jews did 
produce polemical writings against the church, 
how is it that so few of them currently exist? Moore 
suggests that the answer probably lies in the fact 
that such literature was expunged from the Jewish 
community after the Christian triumph over the 
empire,*® but Meagher maintains that vilification 
of Jesus was infrequent in Jewish writings because, 
for the Jews, the real issue against the Christians 
was the law and not Jesus himself.*? He argues 
that Christians, like Stephen in Acts, were perse- 
cuted because they abused the law, not for their 
views about Jesus’ messiahship. He further adds 
that when the Christians retaliated against Jewish 
persecution, they eventually gained the upper 
hand.°° Whatever the reasons for the scarcity of 
Jewish rhetoric against the Christians, the Chris- 
tian writings themselves offer abundant evidence 
for the circulation of Jewish polemic against the 
church in the Roman Empire. In Origen’s Contra 
Celsum, an unknown but thoroughly conservative 
Jew, who shows considerable awareness of the Chris- 
tian faith, feeds Celsus with many substantial ob- 
jections to the Christian faith (Cels. 2.4.1-2; 2.9.1; 
2.13.1ff.; 2.18, 26, 28, 34, 39, 41; etc.). Porphyry also 
was aware of similar Jewish criticisms against the 
Christians and made wide use of them in his argu- 
ments against the Christian religion. 

Part of Ambrose’s argument to the emperor 
Theodosius, that Christians should not be forced to 
rebuild the Jewish synagogue destroyed by the 
Christians in Callinicum, was that the Jews them- 
selves had destroyed several Christian churches. 
Complaining about the Roman laws that required 
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that Christians assume responsibility for rebuilding 
of the synagogue, Ambrose asks, “Where were those 
laws when they [the Jews] set fire to the domes of 
the sacred basilicas [Christian churches]?” (Ep. 40 
to Theodosius). Hence, nothing was done about 
reparations to the synagogue. Similar evidence 
comes from Cyril of Alexandria, who tried to have 
the Jews expelled from the city because of their 
hostilities against the church, which resulted in the 
deaths of several Christians.™! 

Although it has been popular since Harnack to 
question whether the Christian treatises against 
the Jews reflect a genuine attempt to deal with real 
objections by the Jews against the Christians, more 
recently some scholars are concluding that there 
were many contacts between the Jewish and Chris- 
tian communities throughout the first five centu- 
ries and that the Christian writings do reflect many 
of the issues raised by the Jews, though not in an 
unbiased manner.” 

The evidence from Judaism for a Jewish po- 
lemic against the Christians is slim but worth not- 
ing. The first is found in the Birkath ha-Minim, the 
benediction (or malediction) against heretics, in 
the twelfth of the Eighteen Benedictions, also called 
the Shemoneh Esreh, which forms the basic prayer 
of the Jewish liturgy. It states, “And for the separat- 
ists and for the heretics [minim] let there be no 
hope; and let all wickedness perish as in an instant; 
and let all thy enemies be cut off quickly; and 
mayst thou uproot and break to pieces and cast 
down and humble the arrogant kingdom quickly 
and in our days. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who 
breakest enemies and humblest the arrogant” (PB 
50 [48]).° 

The issue here is whether the Birkath ha-Minim 
contains a direct reference to the Christians. It may 
not have been so intended in its earliest formula- 
tions, but the question is when minim became a 
normal Jewish designation for Christians. Some 
versions of the twelfth benediction dating from the 
fourth century contain the word noserim (or nozrim), 
“Nazarenes.” It is possible that this was strictly a 
reference to Jewish Christians, but Tertullian, for 
example, indicates that this term was used by the 
Jews as a reference to all Christians. Explaining the 
meaning of the word, he states that “the Christ of 
the Creator had to be called a Nazarene according 
to prophecy; whence the Jews also designate us, on 
that very account, Nazarenes after Him” (Ag. Jews 


4.8.1 [ANF]). Though Flusser offers a detailed his- 
tory of the origin and use of the Birkath ha-Minim, 
he rejects the notion that it was ever used of all 
Christians, claiming that it was instead directed 
first against the Essenes and then only much later 
against “Nazoraeans,” whom he believes were Jew- 
ish Christians.°* Segal is probably correct when he 
says that the term minim was a reference in the 
benedictions that included, but was not limited to, 
all Christians.» Justin appears to substantiate this 
when he refers to a curse directed against all Chris- 
tians. Explaining for Trypho some of the reasons 
for the calamities that had befallen the Jews (prob- 
ably the events surrounding A.D. 66-70 and 132-135), 
he writes, “Accordingly, these things have hap- 
pened to you in fairness and justice, for you have 
slain the Just one, and His prophets before him; 
and now you reject those who hope in Him, and in 
Him who sent Him—God the Almighty and Maker 
of all things—cursing in your synagogues those that 
believe on Christ.” Referring to their persecutions of 
the Christians, he continues, “For you have not the 
power to lay hands on us, on account of those who 
now have the mastery, but as often as you could, you 
did so” (Dial. 16.4 [ANF] [italics added]; see also 16, 
47, 96, 137).° 

Along with the Birkath ha-Minim, the Palestin- 
ian Talmud and the subsequent Toldoth Yeshu offer 
an anthology of talmudic references put together 
for use against the Christians. C. A. Evans has col- 
lected a sample of texts in the talmudic literature 
that give clear indication of the tensions between 
Jews and Christians. In the Babylonian Talmud, he 
has shown that aspersions are cast against the 
mother of Jesus, Mary, who is sometimes also con- 
fused with Mary Magdalene; Mary is described as 
“one who was the descendent of princes and gover- 
nors, played the harlot with carpenters [Joseph]” 
(b. Sanh. 106a). Jesus is said to be excommunicated 
and condemned for worshipping an idol (b. Sanh. 
107b; Sota 47a). Jesus’ practice of healing is de- 
scribed as sorcery: “Jesus the Nazarene practiced 
magic and led Israel astray” (b. Sanh. 107b; see the 
interesting parallel in Mark 3:22). Jesus’ crucifixion 
is described in similarly negative terms in both the 
Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds: “On the eve of 
Passover they hanged Jesus the Nazarene. And a 
herald went out before him for forty days, saying: 
‘He is going to be stoned, because he practiced sor- 
cery and enticed and led Israel astray. Anyone who 
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knows anything in his favor, let him come and 
plead in his behalf.’ But, not having found any- 
thing in his favor, they hanged him on the eve of 
Passover” (b. Sanh. 43a; cf. t. Sanh. 10.11; y. Sanh. 
67a; y. Sanh. 7.16). Even the reports of Jesus’ resur- 
rection are spoken of disparagingly, for he is called 
a magician: “He then went and raised Jesus by in- 
cantation” (b. Gitt. 57a, MS M); “Woe to him who 
makes himself alive by the name of God” (b. Sanh. 
106a).”” Rokeah’s conclusion that “the Jews clearly 
had no hand in the persecutions of Christians by 
the imperial authorities: Jews neither informed on 
Christians nor turned Christians over to the Roman 
authorities” cannot be substantiated by any fair 
treatment of the primary sources, both Jewish and 
Christian.” Equally unfounded is his contention 
that the Christian polemic and persecutions di- 
rected against the Jews were caused only by Chris- 
tian frustration over the failure of the Jews to con- 
vert to Christianity. He does not give sufficient 
weight to the long list of references in the patristic 
writers, who give ample evidence not only of Jew- 
ish rhetoric against the Christians but also of their 
persecution of them as well (see, e.g., Justin, Dial. 
16, 17, 32, 34, 117, 131, 133, 136, 137; Irenaeus, Haer. 
4.21.3; Hippolytus, Comm. Gen. 49.86, who also 
says that Jews joined with pagans against the 
Christians in Comm. Dan. 1.29.21; cf. Mart. Pol. 
13.2, 17.2, 18.1, which tells of the Jews’ complicity 
in the death of Polycarp; Origen, Hom. Gen. 13.3). If 
Jewish participation in Christian suffering did not 
occur, as Rokeah argues, then we are without an 
adequate cause for the hateful intensity of the 
Christian polemic against the Jews. Johnson has 
shown that Jewish polemic against pagans was 
common in ancient times and that some of the very 
language later used by Christians against the Jews 
was also used earlier by the Jews against their 
pagan enemies.®! There are numerous references 
in Josephus to Jewish violence and hostilities, in- 
cluding Josephus’s own use of malicious terms— 
plentiful in Against Apion—to describe his oppo- 
nents and the enemies of the Jews. 

Johnson is right when he says that in today’s 
world, perhaps to overcompensate for past injus- 
tices, theologians treat first-century Jews as if they 
were pacific in their relations to Jesus or the early 
Christian church and that they treat “uncritically” 
the Pharisaic traditions’ own self-portrayal and 
“dismiss any possibility of frailty.” As proof of Jew- 


ish culpabilities, he lists twenty-one references 
from Josephus showing that the Jews were often fa- 
natical and violent.°? Numerous parties from the 
ancient world made use of such language. Under- 
standing this can rob an ancient polemic of much 
of its disproportionate force.™ All of this is not to 
relieve Christians from any responsibility for their 
own actions but, rather, to balance the picture and 
remind us that the Jews were not beyond irrespon- 
sible and unkind acts in ancient times any more 
than were the Christians. 


C. Conclusion 


The church went to great lengths in its earliest 
years to maintain the unity of the God of the Hebrew 
Scriptures with the God of Jesus and the apostles, and 
also to stress that its roots were firmly in the Jewish 
religious tradition. The first Christians did not seek to 
leave Judaism or its synagogues, but this was eventu- 
ally imposed upon them by the leading voices of Ju- 
daism that emerged out of the first century. Unfor- 
tunately, the recognition of Christian indebtedness 
to the Jewish heritage did not prevent Christians and 
Jews from their extreme and sometimes hostile com- 
petition over who was the rightful heir to that heri- 
tage. There is no question that a large body of angry 
anti-Jewish rhetoric exists in the writings of the early 
church fathers and that the rhetoric became even 
more intense in the fourth and fifth centuries. 
Whether this was in response to Jewish persecution 
and the Jews’ polemic against the church or 
whether, inversely, the Christian polemic against 
the Jews led to persecution by Jews and the rise of 
the Jewish polemic against the Christians may be 
debated; the fact of Jewish opposition to Christianity, 
however, which is seen first in the NT and then in 
the church fathers, is established.” Jewish opposition 
to Christianity, we have pointed out, resulted from 
the church’s christological perspective”® as well as its 
teaching on the role of the law and its ritual. 
When Christianity was small, Judaism could largely 
ignore it—though there is no evidence that it did— 
but with the church’s significant growth in the sec- 
ond and subsequent centuries, the Christian faith 
was seen as a threat to Judaism and drew serious 
Jewish reaction. On the other hand, the survival of 
Judaism posed a threat to Christianity’s argument 
that the church had replaced Judaism and had be- 
come heir to its antiquity and Scriptures. It is diffi- 
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The great basilica at Hierapolis (Pamukkale) dates from the second century and was used as a church 
from the fifth to the eleventh century. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


cult to imagine how the two groups could have stayed 
together long given their differences. The breaking 
out of hostilities between them unfortunately dam- 
aged hope for reconciliation and adversely affected 
the ability of either group to listen to and appreciate 
the other. This does not mean that there would not 
have been such a separation if there had been more 
toleration and understanding at first, but it could 
have been a much better separation without the hos- 
tilities that engendered so much distrust. 


7. HOW OTHERS SAW THE CHRISTIANS 


The Christian faith was not born in a historical 
vacuum but, rather, in the midst of an empire that 
stretched around the Mediterranean world. Many 
who first heard about the Christians were unsettled 
by the things reported to them. Christians were 
generally held in suspicion by the Roman govern- 
ment as well as by the philosophically educated. 
Paul said that there were not many mighty or 


noble individuals or persons of means among the 
Christians (1 Cor 1:26); this fact was also recognized 
by others. The Christians’ regard for sinners, the 
lowly, and the despised was considered distasteful by 
some. Many false rumors circulated that were mis- 
understandings of what the Christians were practic- 
ing. For example, they were accused of cannibalism 
when they partook of the body and blood of Christ in 
the communion meal. They were even accused of eat- 
ing children.®” Because they expressed love toward 
all and because everyone was a brother or a sister 
and used such terms as “love feast,” the Christians 
were often accused of incest and immorality (called 
“Oedipodean intercourse,” from the classical story 
of Oedipus of Thebes marrying his own mother). 
Their denial of the validity and reality of the state 
divinities, as well as their refusal to worship the em- 
peror, led to the accusation of atheism (see esp. 
Athenagoras, Leg. 3; Minucius Felix, Oct. 9.) These 
and many other charges were brought against the 
Christians, and resentment against their witness was 
considerable, leading to many of the persecutions 


256 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


The martyrium of Philip the Evangelist at Hierapolis (see Col 4:13), home of the 
early church father Papias. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


that the Christian community suffered with greater 
or lesser intensity for its first three centuries. The 
following collection of quotations from antiquity 
gives some sense of how the Christians were per- 
ceived and received by state officials, prominent 
philosophers, and competing propagandists.° 


A. Suetonius 


Suetonius (Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus, ca. A.D. 
69-140) was a friend of Pliny the Younger and a 
government official under the emperor Hadrian. He 
wrote Lives of Illustrious Men, some of which has 
survived, and also Lives of the Caesars, which portrays 
the Caesars from Julius to Domitian. Suetonius 
describes the Christians’ punishment by Nero as 
follows: “Punishment was inflicted on the Christians, 
a class of men given to a new and mischievous su- 
perstition” (Nero 16.2 [LCL]). Again, speaking of the 
expulsion of the Jews from Rome by Claudius in 
A.D. 49, he writes, “Since the Jews constantly made 
disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus [Christ?], 
he expelled them from Rome” (Claud, 25.4 [LCL]). 


B. Tacitus 


Tacitus (Cornelius Tacitus, ca. A.D. 55-120) 
was a major Roman historian. Among his better- 
known writings are the Historiae and the Annales, 
as well as Agricola and Germania. He describes the 
great fire at Rome in A.D. 64 and Nero’s blaming of 
the event on the Christians. Although he agrees 
that the Christians perpetuate a “hideous and shame- 
ful” religion and constitute a “deadly superstition,” 
he does not believe that the Christians were guilty 
of the fire: 


But all human efforts, all the lavish gifts of the em- 
peror, and the propitiations of the gods, did not ban- 
ish the sinister belief that the conflagration [the 
burning of Rome] was the result of an order. Conse- 
quently, to get rid of the report, Nero fastened the 
guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a 
class hated for their abominations [flagitia], called 
Christians by the populace. Christus, from whom the 
name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty 
during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of 
our procurators, Pontius Pilate, and a deadly super- 
stition, thus checked for the moment, again broke 
out not only in Judea, the source of the evil, but also 
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in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful 
from every part of the world meet and become popu- 
lar. Accordingly, an arrest was first made of all who 
confessed; then, upon their information, an immense 
multitude was convicted, not so much of the crime of 
arson, as of hatred of the human race. Mockery of 
every sort was added to their deaths. Covered with 
the skins of beasts, they were torn by dogs and per- 
ished, or were nailed to crosses, or were doomed to 
the flames. These served to illuminate the night 
when daylight failed. Nero had thrown open his gar- 
dens for the spectacle, and was exhibiting a show in 
the circus, while he mingled with the people in the 
dress of a charioteer or drove about in a chariot. 
Hence, even for criminals who deserved extreme and 
exemplary punishment, there arose a feeling of com- 
passion; for it was not, as it seemed, for the public 
good, but to glut one man’s cruelty, that they were 
being destroyed. (Ann. 15.44.2-8) 


C. Pliny the Younger 


An educated member of the Roman aristocracy 
and governor of Bithynia, Pliny (A.D. 61-114) wrote 
ten books of letters for publication that are valu- 
able historical documents covering the period of 
Trajan’s reign as Roman emperor (A.D. 98-117) and 
include an early reflection of attitudes toward the 
Christians by the emperor. Evidently, being a new 
governor, Pliny had not yet experienced any trials 
of the Christians, and he wrote Trajan to obtain 
help on how to deal with them and to tell the em- 
peror what his practice with Christians had been. 
Some persons had reported to him that certain in- 
dividuals were Christians, and upon investigating 
the matter, he found that there were three kinds of 
persons coming before him: (1) those who freely 
confessed that they were Christians and refused to 
deny their faith, who were consequently executed; 
(2) those who denied that they ever were Chris- 
tians, who were given the opportunity to perform a 
pagan religious act (probably pouring out a liba- 
tion to the gods and/or the emperor) and to curse 
Christ, upon which act they were released with no 
recriminations; and (3) those who had been Chris- 
tians but turned away from the Christian faith and 
returned to pagan practices, who confirmed it by 
worshipping the pagan images of the gods and 
cursing Christ and were then released. The fol- 
lowing is Pliny’s letter to Trajan with his three 
questions of the emperor: 


It is my custom, lord emperor, to refer to you all 
questions whereof I am in doubt. Who can better 


guide me when I am at a stand, or enlighten me if I 
am in ignorance? In investigations of Christians I 
have never taken part; hence I do not know how the 
crime is usually punished or investigated or what al- 
lowances are made. So I have had no little uncer- 
tainty whether there is any distinction of age, or 
whether the very weakest offenders are treated ex- 
actly like the stronger; whether pardon is given to 
those who repent, or whether a man who has once 
been a Christian gains nothing by having ceased to 
be such; whether punishment attaches to the mere 
name apart from secret crimes [flagitia], or to the se- 
cret crimes connected with the name. Meanwhile 
this is the course I have taken with those who 
were accused before me as Christians. I asked them 
whether they were Christians, and if they confessed, 
I asked them a second and third time with threats of 
punishment. If they kept to it, I ordered them for exe- 
cution; for I held no question that whatever it was that 
they admitted, in any case obstinacy and unbending 
perversity deserve to be punished. There were others 
of the like insanity; but as these were Roman citi- 
zens, I noted them down to be sent to Rome. 


Before long, as is often the case, the mere fact that 
the charge was taken notice of made it commoner, and 
several distinct cases arose. An unsigned paper was 
presented, which gave the names of many. As for 
those who said that they neither were nor ever had 
been Christians, I thought it right to let them go, 
since they recited a prayer to the gods at my dictation, 
made supplication with incense and wine to your 
statue, which I had ordered to be brought into court 
for the purpose together with the images of the gods, 
and moreover cursed Christ—things which (so it is said) 
those who are really Christians cannot be made to do. 
Others who were named by the informer said that 
they were Christians and then denied it, explaining 
that they had been, but had ceased to be such, some 
three years ago, some a good many years, and a few 
even twenty. All these too both worshipped your 
statue and the images of the gods, and cursed Christ. 


They maintained, however, that the amount of their 
fault or error had been this, that it was their habit on 
a fixed day to assemble before daylight and recite by 
turns a form of words to Christ as a god; and that 
they bound themselves with an oath, not for any 
crime, but not to commit theft or robbery or adul- 
tery, not to break their word, and not to deny a de- 
posit when demanded. After this was done, their 
custom was to depart, and to meet again to take 
food, but ordinary and harmless food; and even this 
(they said) they had given up doing after the issue of 
my edict, by which in accordance with your com- 
mands I had forbidden the existence of clubs. On this 
I considered it the more necessary to find out from 
two maid-servants who were called deaconesses, and 
that by torments, how far this was true; but I discov- 
ered nothing else than a perverse and extravagant 
superstition. I therefore adjourned the case and has- 
tened to consult you. The matter seemed to me 
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worth deliberation, especially on account of the 
number of those in danger; for many of all ages and 
every rank, and also of both sexes are brought into 
present or future danger. The contagion of that su- 
perstition has penetrated not the cities only, but the 
villages and country; yet it seems possible to stop it 
and set it right. At any rate it is certain enough 
that the almost deserted temples begin to be re- 
stored, and that fodder for victims finds a market, 
whereas buyers till now were very few. From this it 
may easily be supposed, what a multitude of men 
can be reclaimed, if there be a place for repentance. 
(Ep. 10.96)" 


D. Trajan 


When Trajan (Roman emperor, A.D. 98-117) 
replied to Pliny, he gave a timely report on the 
legal status of Christians in the empire: 


You have adopted the proper course, my dear 
Secundus, in your examination of the cases of those 
who were accused to you as Christians, for indeed 
nothing can be laid down as a general ruling involving 
something like a set form of procedure. They are not 
to be sought out; but if they are accused and convicted, 
they must be punished—yet on this condition, that 
whoso denies being a Christian, and makes the fact 
plain by his action, that is by worshipping our gods, 
shall obtain pardon on his repentance, however sus- 
picious his past conduct may be. Papers, however, 
which are presented unsigned ought not to be admit- 
ted in any charge, for they are a very bad example 
and unworthy of our time. (Pliny, Ep. 10.97)" 


E. Graffiti 


That Christianity was held up to ridicule and 
slander is seen in the graffiti on a stone in a guard- 
room on the Palatine Hill in Rome. Its precise date 
is difficult to establish, though it is probably from 
the middle to late second century. The etching de- 
picts a man with the head of an ass hanging on a 
cross, Next to the figure is a man, of whom nothing 
is known, standing by the cross with his head 
raised in a gesture of adoration. The inscription 
reads, “Alexamenos worships his god.””3 


F. Lucian of Samosata 


Lucian of Samosata (ca. A.D. 120-180), a man 
who wrote satires about religious and philosophi- 
cal thought, did not hesitate to make biting com- 
ments about individuals with whom he had differ- 
ences. Among his many writings is the story De 


morte Peregrini, a satirical depiction of the life and 
death of a charlatan, Proteus Peregrinus, who lived 
in the early to middle second century A.D. and de- 
ceived, among others, a group of Christians and 
took them for their money (see sec. 5, above, on 
wandering preachers). Some scholars believe that 
he was writing about the life of Polycarp, who was 
martyred about the same time as Peregrinus died. 
They point to some obvious parallels to the Chris- 
tian story of the Martyrdom of Polycarp, but aside 
from these interesting but not exact parallels, there 
is little to support this conclusion. Of special inter- 
est, however, is Lucian’s detailed description of a 
wandering charismatic taking advantage of the 
early Christians and their response. Lucian had no 
respect for the Christians and speaks of them as 
simple and gullible people. Concerning Proteus 
Peregrinus, Lucian writes: 


It was then that [Proteus] learned the wondrous lore 
of the Christians, by associating with their priests 
and scribes in Palestine.“~ And—how else could it 
be?—in a trice he made them all look like children; 
for he was prophet, cult-leader, head of the syna- 
gogue, and everything, all by himself. He interpreted 
and explained some of their books and even com- 
posed many, and they revered him as a god, made 
use of him as a lawgiver, and set him down as a pro- 
tector, next after that other, to be sure, whom they 
still worship, the man who was crucified in Palestine 
because he introduced this new cult into the world. 


Then at length Proteus was apprehended for this and 
thrown into prison, which itself gave him no little 
reputation as an asset for his future career and the 
charlatanism and notoriety-seeking that he was en- 
amoured of. Well, when he had been imprisoned, the 
Christians, regarding the incident as a calamity, left 
nothing undone in the effort to rescue him. Then, as 
this was impossible, every other form of attention 
was shown him, not in any casual way but with assi- 
duity; and from the very break of day aged widows 
and orphan children could be seen waiting near the 
prison, while their officials even slept inside with him 
after bribing the guards. Then elaborate meals were 
brought in, and sacred books of theirs were read 
aloud, and excellent Peregrinus—for he still went by 
that name-—was called by them “the new Socrates.” 


Indeed, people came even from the cities in Asia, sent 
by the Christians at their common expense, to suc- 
cour and defend and encourage the hero. They show 
incredible speed whenever any such public action is 
taken; for in no time they lavish their all. So it was 
then in the case of Peregrinus; much money came to 
him from them by reason of his imprisonment, and 
he procured not a little revenue from it. The poor 
wretches have convinced themselves, first and fore- 
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The Roman theater at Hierapolis. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


most, that they are going to be immortal and live for 
all time, in consequence of which they despise death 
and even willingly give themselves into custody, 
most of them. Furthermore, their first lawgiver 
[Jesus] persuaded them that they are all brothers of 
one another after they have transgressed once for all 
by denying the Greek gods and by worshipping that 
crucified sophist himself and living under his laws. 
Therefore they despise all things indiscriminately 
and consider them common property, receiving such 
doctrines traditionally without any definite evidence. 
So if any charlatan and trickster, able to profit by oc- 
casions, comes among them, he quickly acquires 
sudden wealth by imposing upon simple folk. 


However, Peregrinus was freed by the then governor 
of Syria, a man who was fond of philosophy. Aware 
of his recklessness and that he would gladly die in 
order that he might leave behind him a reputation 
for it, he freed him, not considering him worthy even 
of the usual chastisement. (Peregr. 11-14 [LCL]) 


The passages quoted up to now, from Suetonius 
to Lucian, show, among other things, that the 
early Christians were often persecuted for their 
faith, that by and large they did not draw on the 
wealthy and learned classes, that they worshipped 
Jesus as a divine being, and that they cared for 


those of their number who were imprisoned by 
reason of their witness. Further, there was a per- 
ception on the part of the non-Christian world that 
many of the Christians were not afraid to face the 
consequences (imprisonment or death) for being 
Christians and that their eschatological hope was a 
primary source of encouragement to them. This 
supports the NT witness in these matters. The ex- 
cerpt from Lucian also notes that the interpretation 
of their Scriptures by a prophet inspired by the 
Spirit was commonplace and that they were gener- 
ous in their giving. 


G. Celsus 


Compared to the other critics of Christianity, 
Celsus (fl. ca. A.D. 178-180) shows more under- 
standing of what the Christians believed, taught, 
and practiced than do his contemporaries. He seems 
to have read a number of Christian writings instead 
of merely listening to the rumors being spread about 
them. His arguments against the Christians, which 
were the most serious of the second century and 
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even later, were examined in detail and answered 
fifty years later by Origen in Contra Celsum. Celsus, 
like Lucian, objected to the simplicity of the Chris- 
tians and criticized their choice of faith over rea- 
son. He also objected to their doctrine of the incar- 
nation of Christ, that is, God becoming a human 
being. According to Origen, from whom we know 
of Celsus, 


Celsus urges us to “follow reason and a rational 
guide in accepting doctrines” on the ground that 
“anyone who believes people without so doing is cer- 
tain to be deceived.” And he compares those who be- 
lieve without rational thought to the “begging 
priests of Cybele and soothsayers, and to worshippers 
of Mithras and Sabazius and whatever else one 
might meet, apparitions of Hecate or of some other 
demon or demons. For just as among them scoun- 
drels frequently take advantage of the lack of educa- 
tion of gullible people and lead them wherever they 
wish, so also,” he says, “this happens among the 
Christians.” He says that “some do not even want to 
give or to receive a reason for what they believe, and 
use such expressions as ‘Do not ask questions; just 
believe,’ and ‘Thy faith will save thee.’” (Cels. 1.9 
[ANF]) 


Origen claims that Celsus further charges that 
the Christians are unprofitable members of society 
who are weak, women, and slaves: 


Their injunctions are like this. “Let no one educated, 
no one wise, no one sensible draw near. For those 
abilities are thought by us to be evils. But as for any- 
one ignorant, anyone stupid, anyone uneducated, 
anyone who is a child, let him come boldly.” By the 
fact that they themselves admit that these people 
are worthy of their God, they show that they want 
and are able to convince only the foolish, dishonor- 
able and stupid, and only slaves, women, and little 
children. 


Those who summon people to the other mysteries 
make this preliminary proclamation: “Whoever has 
pure hands and a wise tongue.” And again, others 
say: “Whoever is pure from all defilement, and 
whose soul knows nothing of evil, and who has lived 
well and righteously.” Such are the preliminary ex- 
hortations of those who promise purification from 
sins. But let us hear what folk these Christians call. 
“Whosoever is a sinner,” they say, “whosoever is un- 
wise, whosoever is a child, and in a word, whosoever 
is a wretch, the kingdom of God will receive him.” 


He asks, “Why on earth this preference for sinners?” 
(Ibid., 3.59 [ANF]) 


Celsus had no better attitude toward Jesus: 
“He was brought up in secret and hired himself 
out as a workman in Egypt, and after having 


tried his hand at certain magical powers he re- 
turned from there, and on account of those pow- 
ers gave himself the title of God” (ibid., 1.38 
[LCL]). He even accuses Jesus of practicing sor- 
cery (ibid., 1.6, 68). Celsus shows an obvious lack 
of knowledge about Jesus in these texts, but he 
had a good understanding of the low economic 
and educational status of the Christians and the 
simple outline of their faith. 


H. Marcus Aurelius 


Writing around A.D. 170, Marcus Aurelius 
(Roman emperor, A.D. 161-180), in his Meditations, 
alludes to the Christians’ obstinacy in choosing 
death over conformity. At that time Christians 
were known as those who were willing to face 
death for their religious convictions, and to do so 
with dignity and resolve, not with public displays 
for self-glorification. Aurelius, however, only men- 
tions the Christians once by name, and that in a 
passage that probably contains a later Christian 
interpolation: 


How admirable is the soul which is ready and re- 
solved, if it must this moment be released from the 
body, to be either extinguished or scattered or to per- 
sist. This resolve, too, must arise from a specific deci- 
sion, not out of sheer opposition like the Christians, 
but after reflection and with dignity, and so as to 
convince others, without histrionic display. (Med. 
113)" 


I. Galen 


A Greek from Pergamum, Galen (ca. A.D. 129-199) 
rose from being a gladiators’ physician to being 
the physician of Marcus Aurelius’s court. He wrote 
not only about human anatomy and physiology 
but also about philosophy. He was an ardent 
monotheist, and so it is not surprising that he 
wrote about both the Jews and the Christians. His 
comments about the Christians are the most favor- 
able found in the second century A.D. by a non- 
Christian: 


One might more easily teach novelties to the follow- 
ers of Moses and Christ than to the physicians and 
philosophers who cling fast to their schools. 


. . in order that one should not at the very begin- 
ning, as if one had come into the school of Moses and 
Christ, hear talk of undemonstrated laws, and in that 
where it is least appropriate. 
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A temple site at Pergamum (see Rev 2:12-17). Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


... IfI had in mind people who taught their pupils in 
the same way the followers of Moses and Christ teach 
theirs—for they order them to accept everything on 
faith—I should not have given you a definition. 


. .. Most people are unable to follow any demonstra- 
tive argument consecutively; hence they need par- 
ables, and benefit from them—and he [Galen—adds 
the editor who preserved this extract from a lost 
work] understands by parables tales of rewards and 
punishments in a future life—just as now we see the 
people called Christians drawing their faith from par- 
ables (and miracles) and yet sometimes acting in the 
same way as those who philosophize. For their con- 
tempt of death (and of its sequel) is patent to us every 
day, and likewise their restraint in cohabitation. For 
they include not only men but also women who re- 
frain from cohabitating all through their lives; and 
they also number individuals who have reached 
such a point in their control regarding their daily 
conduct and in their intense desire for rectitude that 
they have in fact become not inferior to those who 
are true philosophers. 


J. Josephus 


Flavius Josephus (ca. A.D. 37-120), the well- 
known Jewish general and historian, was born of 


royal descent from the Hasmonean line and was 
also a priest who supported the Pharisees. As an 
educated member of the aristocracy, he was in 
charge of the defense of Galilee at the outbreak of 
the Jewish revolt in A.D. 66. After surrendering to 
Vespasian, he prophesied that Vespasian would be- 
come the emperor. When that in fact happened, he 
was treated well by Vespasian. He took the name 
Flavius from his Roman patrons and wrote a num- 
ber of literary works to defend the Jewish people. 
He is the principal historian of the Jewish people in 
the first century A.D. and an essential source for 
the history of early Christianity in Palestine. Scholars 
generally recognize that some of the comments in 
his writings about Jesus and the early Christians 
were probably introduced into his writings by the 
Christians themselves. Still, with care, much that is 
original can be discerned in his writings. Three pri- 
mary texts have bearing on this topic. His refer- 
ences to John the Baptist have a number of simi- 
larities to the NT: 


He was a good man and exhorted the Jews to lead 
righteous lives, practice justice towards one another 
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and piety towards God, and so to join in baptism. In 
his view this was a necessary preliminary if baptism 
was to be acceptable to God. They must not use it to 
gain pardon for whatever sins they committed, but 
as a consecration of the body, implying that the soul 
was thoroughly purified beforehand by the right be- 
havior. When many others joined the crowds about 
him, for they were greatly moved on hearing his 
words, Herod feared that John’s great influence over 
the people would lead to a rebellion (for they seemed 
ready to do anything he might advise). Herod de- 
cided therefore that it would be much better to strike 
first and be rid of him before his work led to an upris- 
ing, than to wait for an upheaval, become involved 
in a difficult situation and see his mistake. Accord- 
ingly John was sent as a prisoner to Machaerus, the 
fortress mentioned before, because of Herod’s suspi- 
cious temper, and was there put to death. (Ant. 
18.117-119 [Feldman, LCL]) 


Josephus also provides important information 
about the death of James, the brother of Jesus, and 
he mentions in a noncommittal fashion that Jesus 
was called the Christ. Concerning James he says, 


Possessed of such a character, Ananus thought 
that he had a favorable opportunity because Festus 
was dead and Albinus was still on the way. And 
so he convened the judges of the Sanhedrin and 
brought before them a man named James, the 
brother of Jesus who was called the Christ, and cer- 
tain others. He accused them of having trans- 
gressed the law and delivered them up to be stoned. 
Those of the inhabitants of the city who were consid- 


ered the most fair-minded and who were strict in ob- 
servance of the law were offended at this. (Ibid., 
20.200-203 [LCL] 


The third passage from Josephus, the one that 
purportedly tells about Jesus, seems to have been 
altered or interpolated by Christians, who were the 
primary preservers of Josephus’s works after the 
eleventh century. In Comm. Matt. 10.17, Origen 
states that Josephus did not become a Christian, 
but in the following passage it appears that he did. 
It is therefore highly doubtful that the statements 
“He was the Messiah,” “He appeared to them on 
the third day,” and “holy prophets had foretold 
this” are genuine. Nevertheless, he could well have 
written the rest of this passage, which refers to 
Jesus: 


At about this time lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed 
one might call him a man. For he was one who accom- 
plished surprising feats and was a teacher of such 
people as accept the truth with pleasure. He won 
over many Jews and many of the Greeks. He was the 
Messiah. When Pilate, upon an indictment brought 
by the principal men among us, condemned him to 
the cross, those who had loved him from the very 
first did not cease to be attached to him. On the third 
day he appeared to them restored to life, for the holy 
prophets had foretold this and myriads of other marvels 
concerning him. And the tribe of the Christians so 
called after him has to this day still not disappeared. 
(Ibid., 18.63-64 [LCL])”” 


8. AN OUTLINE OF THE EARLY CHURCH’S DEVELOPMENT 


The following is a brief overview or outline of the historical context of the emerging 


church in the first and second centuries. 


A. TIMELINE 
1. Apostolic Period (A.D. 30-65) 


The beginnings of the church until the death of its major leaders: Peter, Paul, 


and James. 


2. Postapostolic (or Subapostolic) Period (A.D. 65-95) 
The primary time for the writing of the Gospels, the emergence of heresy 
(Docetism, Gnosticism), and the growth of hierarchy in church structure. 


3. Apostolic Fathers (A.D. 95-160) 


The growth of “heresy” (christological controversies), disobedient congrega- 
tions and the stabilized hierarchical structure of the churches, and early appeals to 
apostolic writings in worship and teaching in the churches. 
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4.Roman Priority (A.D. 160 and after) 
The emergence and growth of “orthodoxy” as a response to docetic and gnostic 
teaching. 


B. NOTEWORTHY EVENTS AND WRITINGS 


1. Major Periods of Persecution 


a. 
b. 
c. 


d. 


A.D. 64-66: Rome, by Nero (local persecution) 

A.D. 85-95: Asia Minor, by Domitian (local persecution) 

A.D. 110-160: Rome, Asia Minor, and Palestine, allowed occasionally 
by several emperors (mostly local persecutions) 

A.D. 250-313: Empirewide, led by several emperors, especially Decius 

(ca. 250), Diocletian (fl. ca. 284-305), and Galerius (fl. ca. 304-311), until 
just after Constantine’s Edict of Milan in February 313 


2. The Apologists (A.D. 117-) 
Apologetic defenses of Christianity were made against the 


a. 


b. 


Jews (ca. A.D. 130-—): Barnabas, Justin Martyr, the Dialogues, the 
Adversus Judaeos tradition 

Greeks (A.D. 117—): Quadratus (117-138), Aristides (138-147), Justin 
Martyr (160), Tatian (170), Athenagoras (177), Melito of Sardis (175), 
Apollinarius (175), anonymous Diognetus (possibly by Justin, ca. 160-180), 
Theophilus of Antioch (180), and many third-century writers who 
responded to Greco-Roman criticisms 


3. Major Developments in the Second Century 


a. 


b. 


Increase in the “institutionalization” of the church (the growth in office 
and organization) 
Increase in creeds (early form of Apostles’ Creed [old Roman creed, 
possibly as early as A.D. 100] emerges) 
Christian literature begins to be recognized as “Scripture” and used 
alongside the OT Scriptures 
Important issues: 
(1) Early heresies: 
(a) Docetism: see Ignatius and possibly 1 John 
(b) Gnosticism: probably developed out of the crisis (failure) of 
Jewish apocalyptic eschatology 
(c) Marcionism: the church’s roots in Judaism were challenged 
(2) Persecutions (mostly local) 
(3) Problems of division in the churches, persecution, and expansion 
(4) Problem of authority: the emergence of an episcopate and.a 
broadly accepted canon of beliefs (regula fidei) addressed this issue 
(5) Apologists and the Adversus Judaeos tradition, the growth of 
anti-Judaistic sentiment 
(6) Emergence and flourishing of religious sects of Christianity 
(Ebionites, Elkasites, Marcionites, Montanists, Gnostics, Alogi) 
(7) Development of early Christologies (angel and Spirit Christologies) 
(8) Problem of eschatology: the delay of the return of Jesus the Christ 
(9) Women of the Roman Empire increasingly active in the church 
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As Christianity grew out of its exclusively 
Jewish context and into its universal appeal to 
both Jews and Gentiles, becoming a predomi- 
nantly Gentile church, there are important ques- 
tions about what Christianity retained from its 
earliest Jewish heritage and what it left behind. 
What shifts in theological emphasis were made 


between the earliest community of followers of 
Jesus and the church of those of the late second 
and early third centuries? How are these shifts 
reflected in the sacred literature that the church 
of that era left behind? These questions require 
more discussion than is possible here; some will 
be examined in ch. 13. 
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. Some attribute these key passages not to the historical Jesus but to 


the early Christian community that Matthew addressed. However 
these passages may be interpreted, it is clear from Matthew that 
Jesus intended that a community should follow him, even though 
the specifics of how that community should be organized are not 
found in any of his teachings. All the evangelists stress, however, 
that those who follow Jesus will obey his will, demonstrate love even 
for the unlovely, and freely seek reconciliation through forgiveness 
and love based on grace, not on merit. This does not, of course, 
speak about the organization of such a community but about its 
character. 


. There is no doubt that Luke presents a simplistic picture of early 


Christianity—perhaps an idealized church, as some have argued— 
but it is still appropriate to speak of an initially simple organizational 
pattern that gradually becomes more complex. Allowances made for 
the summarizing nature of these passages, which have led some to 
think that there were no problems in the earliest church, do not nul- 
lify the simplicity found in the initial stages of the church, especially 
when many of its adherents believed that the Parousia, or coming of 
Christ, would be quite soon. 


. There are some parallels between the Jerusalem church and the or- 


ganization of the Qumran community. Qumran had a board of 
twelve laymen who governed their community, and they were led by 
three priests. The overseer, who was called a mebaqger, watched over 
the community’s life and brought the new initiates into the 
fellowship. 


. See J. Quasten, The Beginnings of Patristic Literature, vol. 1 of 


Patrology (3 vols.; Utrecht: Spectrum, 1950), 195-96. 


. Trans. J. Stevenson, A New Eusebius (London: SPCK, 1957), 14. For a 
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see H. C. Kee, The New Testament in Context: Sources and Documents 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1984), 44-45; and The Letters of 
Pliny (trans. B. Radice; 2 vols. LCL; Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1969), 2:285-93. A larger context of the letter is presented in 
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. R. E. Brown (The Death of the Messiah [2 vols.; New York: Doubleday, 


1994], 2:1410-15) raises the question whether Judas came from the 
Galilee region. 


. On Galilee, see L. I. Levine, ed., The Galilee in Late Antiquity (New 


York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1992); R. A. Horsley, Galilee: His- 
tory, Politics, People (Valley Forge, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 
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Context of Jesus and the Rabbis (Valley Forge, Penn.: Trinity Press In- 
ternational, 1996). 
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in Sepphoris and Galilee,” in Sepphoris in Galilee (ed. R. M. Nagy, C. 
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monogram at the end of a text of a Greek inscription in a synagogue 
in Sepphoris dating from the Roman period. They also report second- 
century sources claiming that a certain Jacob discussed Jesus with 
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have healed the sick in Jesus’ name. There is no other clear mention 
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Eerdmans, 1996), 51-126. 

See H. J. Cadbury, “Names for Christians and Christianity in Acts,” 
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F. J. Foakes Jackson and K. Lake; 5 vols.; London: Macmillan, 
1920-1933; repr., Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979), 5:375-92. 
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Manda da Hayye, who personified knowledge of life and defeated the 
powers of darkness on earth. Frequent baptisms and the laying on of 
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K. Rudolph, “Mandaeism,” ABD 4:500-502. Some Mandaeans still 
exist in modern Iraq near Baghdad. The Manicheans were a gnostic 
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near the Persian capital. He changed the views of the Jewish-Chris- 
tian sect in which he was raised into a complete gnostic scheme of 
salvation through asceticism and knowledge. Their influence was felt 
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southeast China. St. Augustine himself was converted to orthodox 
Christianity out of this sect. See P. A. Mirecki, “Manichaeans and 
Manichaeism,” ABD 4:502-11. 

L. T. Johnson, “The NT’s Anti-Jewish Slander and the Conventions of 
Ancient Polemic,” JBL 108 (1989): 423, gives this count of the 
Christians. 

The size of the Jewish community in the first century A.D. varies in 
scholarly writings, but generally speaking, the above numbers are 
considered valid. Scholars of this period agree that the Jews were a 
sufficiently large community and significantly outnumbered the 
Christians in the first three centuries. See H. G. Perelmuter, Siblings: 
Rabbinic Judaism, and Early Christianity at Their Beginnings (New York: 
Paulist, 1989), 18, and W. A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians (New 
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Haven: Yale University Press, 1983), 34, who estimate that there were five 

to six million Jews in the first century; Poliakov, Anti-Semitism, 5, also puts 
the figure at three to four million Jews living in the Diaspora and one mil- 

lion in Palestine. 
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Cf. H. Y. Gamble, Books and Readers in the Early Church (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1995), 30-32. 

There is no evidence that all churches cited all of the current OT 
Scriptures at this stage of the church’s development. See ch. 13, below. 
Trans. C. C. Richardson, Early Christian Fathers (New York: 
Macmillan, 1970), 287-88. 

On this period, see M. Hengel and A. M. Schwemer, Paul between Da- 
mascus and Antioch: The Unknown Years (trans. J. Bowden; Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 1997). 

This section is discussed in a more complete form in L. M. McDonald, 
“Anti-Judaism in the Early Church Fathers,” in Anti-Semitism and 
Early Christianity: Issues of Polemic and Faith (ed. C. A. Evans and D. 
A. Hagner; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 215-52. 

See J. D. G. Dunn, The Partings of the Ways between Christianity and 
Judaism and Their Significance for the Character of Christianity (London: 
SCM, 1991), with necessary correctives in J. Lieu, “‘The Parting of the 
Ways’: Theological Construct or Historical Reality?” JSNT 56 (1994): 
101-19; Judge, “Judaism and the Rise of Christianity,” 355-68. G. 
Boccaccini’s belief is that Christianity is one of the two main voices of 
ancient Judaism, the other being rabbinism, which survived the first 
century (Middle Judaism: Jewish Thought, 300 BCE to 200 CE [Minneap- 
olis: Fortress, 1991], 16-18). 

J. S. Siker, Disinheriting the Jews: Abraham in Early Christian Contro- 
versy (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1991), 254 n. 13. 

It is not clear that this was Paul’s intention in Gal 6:18, especially in 
light of his strong affirmation of the Jews as God’s elect in Rom 
11:28-29, but clearly Justin could have taken that text in Galatians to 
justify his claim. Matthew comes close to this position and in Matt 
21:42-43 perhaps paves the way for it in Justin’s interpretation. 

M. Simon, Verus Israel (trans. H. McKeating; New York: Oxford Uni- 
versity Press, 1986), 398. 

Trans. A. L. Williams, Adversus Judaeos (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni- 
versity Press, 1935), 78. The text is translated by Williams from The 
Dialogue of Timothy and Aquila. Original author is vague and debated. 
It is Christian propaganda. 

L. Poliakov, The History of Anti-Semitism (trans. R. Howard; New 
York: Vanguard, 1962), 23, uses this term to describe what he calls 
the strictly “doctrinal” disputes that the church had with Judaism. 
R. Ruether, Faith and Fratricide: The Theological Roots of Anti-Semitism 
(Minneapolis: Seabury, 1974), 116. 

See S. J. Cohen, From the Maccabeees to the Mishnah (LEC; Philadel- 
phia: Westminster, 1987), 46; and Simon, Verus Israel, 395-400, for a 
discussion of anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism. Cf. also W. Klassen, 
“Anti-Judaism in Early Christianity: The State of the Question,” in 
Paul and the Gospels, vol. 1 of Anti-Judaism in Early Christianity (ed. P. 
Richardson and D. Granskou; 5 vols.; Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid Laurier 
University Press, 1986), 5-12. As these writers show, it is unlikely 
that anti-Semitism was present at all in the ancient world. Racial 
overtones, which are more commonly connected with modern times, 
are almost totally absent in ancient rhetoric; it was the Jewish religion 
and manners that were called into question by the ancient pagan 
world. 
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32. 


33. 


34. 


35. 


36. 


37. 
. The best source for determining the theology of early Jewish Chris- 


39. 


R. L. Wilken describes in detail the circumstances surrounding hos- 
tilities in Alexandria in Judaism and the Early Christian Mind (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1971), 9-38. 

Eusebius claimed Philo in Alexandria had not only met some Chris- 
tians but also “welcomed, reverenced, and recognized the divine mis- 
sion of the apostolic men of his day” (Hist. eccl. 2.17.2 [LCL]). This 
could be Eusebius’s fantasy or based on some tradition handed on to 
him, but it does show that not all Jews were considered diabolical by 
the Christians. It should also be noted that these “apostolic men” 
were, in the words of Eusebius, “of the Hebrew origin, and thus still 
preserved most of the ancient customs in a strictly Jewish manner” 
(ibid.). See R. Wilde, The Treatment of the Jews in the Greek Christian 
Writers of the First Three Centuries (Washington, D.C.: Catholic Uni- 
versity of America Press, 1949), 80-82, 173-77, 192-98, 212-16, who 
gives several examples of favorable comments about the Jews in the 
church fathers. 

Similar harsh comments can also be found in Ign. Magn. 8-10; Ign. 
Phld. 5-6; Barn. 2-3, 4.6-8, 6.6-8; Diogn. 3-4; Melito, On the Passover 
259-279, 732-747; Tertullian, Ag. Marc. 2.19.1, 3.23.1ff., 5.4.1ff.; and 
others. Some of these writers evidently had frequent contacts with 
the Jews and maintained dialogue with them well into the fourth 
and fifth centuries even after the church had won a prominent role 
in the Roman Empire. 

In Justin, Dial. 10.3, Trypho objects to the Christians’ hope of the 
blessing of God because they are “resting their hopes on a man that 
was crucified.” Justin overcomes this objection with an argument on 
the resurrection and the second advent of Jesus; cf. 32.1-3. 

A. F. Segal, Rebecca’s Children: Judaism and Christianity in the Roman 
World (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986), 154-60; and 
Lazare, Anti-Semitism, 31, stress the importance of Christology as a 
significant factor in the separation of Christianity from Judaism, even 
though it does not take the prominent place in the polemic, as 
Simon, Verus Israel, 157, observes. D. Flusser’s discussion of the prob- 
lem a high or divine Christology posed for Judaism is worth consider- 
ation. Cf. his Judaism and the Origins of Christianity (Jerusalem: 
Magnes Press, 1988), 620-25, in which he stresses that even those 
Jews who were prepared to accept Jesus’ messiahship were less pre- 
pared to accept him as the divine Son of God. 

Segal, Rebecca’s Children, 143, 156, 161. 


tianity is the NT—e.g., the books of Matthew, James, Hebrews—but 
also the Didache. The fourth-century Clementine Homilies and Recogni- 
tions (Pseudo-Clementines), which depend on the late-second-century 
Preaching of Peter, provide us with our best post-second-century un- 
derstanding of conservative Jewish Christianity. These are the Jewish 
Christians who eventually survived the first century, but their theo- 
logical stance is much debated. Most agree that their christological 
formulations were incompatible with Gentile orthodox positions on 
the divinity of Jesus. See T. Callan, Forgetting the Root: The Emergence 
of Christianity from Judaism (New York: Paulist, 1986), 27-52, 65-66, 
for a summary of the Jewish-Christian theological stance. 

Notice in Did. apost. 5.14.23 (3d cent.) that the chief reason for cele- 
brating Easter was not only to observe the passion of Jesus but also 
“to obtain forgiveness for the guilty and unfaithful Jews.” 
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See S. Neill, Jesus through Many Eyes (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 
32-37, who discusses these disappointments and their consequences 
in the Christian community. 

The dialogue genre, which purported to convince the Jews to convert 
to faith in Christ, continued in the churches well into the Middle 
Ages. There are numerous examples of a call for the Jews to convert 
to faith in Christ throughout the patristic period and even later. See 
Clement of Alexandria, Misc. 2; Hippolytus, Demonstrations to the 
Jews (PG 10:787-794), who makes such a call but sees no hope for it. 
So also Origen, Hom. Jerem. 5 and Comm. Rom. 8:9 and his Did. apost. 
5.14.15, whose goal is the conversion of the Jews. Evagrius’s Dialogue 
between Simon and Theophilus (ca. 400) shows continued interest in 
the conversion of the Jews and, like Justin, evidences more respect 
for the Jew (Simon) than do some of the other Dialogues, even 
though the Jew is still a straw man in the discussion. 

See W. A. Meeks and R. L. Wilken, Jews and Christians in Antioch in 
the First Four Centuries of the Common Era (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars 
Press, 1978), 83-126, for a translation of the first and eighth of these 
homilies of Chrysostom. Eusebius reports that ca. A.D. 200 a certain 
Domnus had also “fallen away from the faith of Christ, at the time of 
the persecution, to Jewish will-worship” (Hist. eccl. 6.12.1). 

Trans. Meeks and Wilken, Jews and Christians, 115. 


313-18, who notes that many of the impressive gains by the Jews in 
the Roman Empire, especially between A.D. 135 and 425, were during 
the very years the polemical language by the Christians was most 
intense. 

Cohen, Maccabees to the Mishnah, 50-59. He also indicates that 
women converted to Judaism by marriage to a Jew but that there 
were no generally accepted guidelines for a woman to convert. Cf. 
pp. 53, 54. 

See ibid., 57. 

Examples of this argument in the Christian tradition are found in 
Justin, 1 Apol. 47, 53; Dial. 117; Irenaeus, Haer. 4.4.1-2, 4.13.4; 
Origen, Cels. 7.20 and Hom. Jerem. 14.13. The Jews themselves even 
gave this as evidence of God’s judgment of them but not, of course, 
as evidence that God had replaced them in favor of the Gentiles; cf. 
Justin, Dial. 16, 40, 92. In the introduction to his Ecclesiastical His- 
tory, Eusebius indicates that one of the purposes of his work is to 
“add the fate which has beset the whole nation of the Jews from the 
moment of their plot against our Saviour” (Hist. eccl. 1.1.2 [LCL]). He 
describes in detail the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple 
(2.6.3-7; 3.5-6), concluding that “such was the reward of the iniq- 
uity of the Jews and of their impiety against the Christ of God” (3.7.1 
[LCL]). Ruether, Faith and Fratricide, 144-45, gives several other ex- 
amples of this argument. 

G. F. Moore, “Christian Writers on Judaism,” HTR 14 (1921): 200. See 
also Segal, Rebecca’s Children, 147. 

J. C. Meagher, “As the Twig Was Bent,” in Anti-Semitism and the 
Foundations of Christianity (ed. A. T. Davies; New York: Paulist, 1979), 
19-20. 

Ibid., 20-21. 

Socrates Scholasticus, Hist. eccl. 7.13, relates this story. He does not 
hesitate to criticize Cyril for his behavior, but the Jews receive severe 
prejudicial treatment. This is reflected elsewhere in his history; cf. 
3.20; 5.22. 
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Cf. Wilken, Judaism, 35-53, 229, and “Judaism,” 327-28; and Simon, 
Verus Israel, 143ff. 

Trans. H. Maccoby, Early Rabbinic Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), 208. 

Flusser, Judaism, 637-43. 

Segal, Rebecca's Children, 150. 

Origen, Hom. Jerem. 10.8.2, Epiphanius, Pan. 29.9.1, and Jerome, Ep. 
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This is a probable confusion of Christianity with Judaism, since 
Christians did not have officeholders called priests or scribes in their 
churches. The term “priest” was not adopted by the church until 
much later, after the time of Lucian. 
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eds., Paganism and Christianity, 100-425 CE: A Sourcebook (Minneapo- 
lis: Fortress, 1992), 168. 

The italicized portions of this text were probably supplied by 
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THE GOSPELS AND THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES 


1, INTRODUCTION TO THE GOSPELS 


The word “gospel” (evayyéALov, euangelion) 
was first applied in the NT to the good news that 
was proclaimed about Jesus the Christ (Mark 1:1) 
and subsequently to the genre of writings we call 
Gospels.! The canonical Gospels were written well 
before the term “gospel” was applied to them in the 
second century A.D., but perhaps the first writing 
to call itself a “Gospel” is the writing called the Gos- 
pel of Thomas, which may be as early as the late 
first or early second century A.D. The word, how- 
ever, was not invented by the early Christians but 
already had a long history of use in the OT and the 
pagan world before the time of Jesus. 

In the LXX, the verb was used, for example, in 
both the second and the third parts of Isaiah (40:9; 
52:7 [see Rom 10:15]; 61:1, which is cited by Jesus in 
Luke 4:18), and the noun is found in 2 Kgs 4:10, 
18:22, 25. In these cases the focus of the verb is 
upon bringing news or a message, and the noun 
stresses primarily that a message or news was pres- 
ent. (The feminine form, evayyeAta, euangelia, is 
found in LXX 2 Kgs 18:20, 27; 2 Chron 7:10.)? When 
Mark began his Gospel with the words “The begin- 
ning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God,”? 
he was not referring to a book but, rather, to the 
coming of the kingdom of God through the life, 
ministry, passion, and resurrection of Jesus that 


was already being proclaimed in the early churches 
long before he began writing his book. 

The use of this term in a number of Greco- 
Roman documents indicates that the NT use seems 
more in line with that of the pagan community 
than with the OT writers’. It was not uncommon 
for Christians to borrow from their pagan counter- 
parts language that had vivid significance among 
their contemporaries, in order to convey more ef- 
fectively their Christian proclamation. The plural 
form evayyéAta (euangelia) was used, for example, 
to announce a victory or great event in the life of 
an emperor. The earliest, and perhaps best-known, 
use of “good news” regarding the emperor is found 
in an inscription, dating from 9 B.C., found at Priene 
in Asia Minor. It celebrates the birthday of Augus- 
tus (Octavian), whom divine providence has sent 
as a “savior” to bring the wars to an end and, con- 
sequently, peace to the whole world. Not only does 
this language seem to be reflected in the opening of 
Mark 1:1, where the Gospel writer proclaims the be- 
ginning of the good news of Jesus Christ; it may 
well have inspired Luke as he wrote his story of the 
birth of Jesus in Luke 2:10-11. Part of the Priene in- 
scription reads as follows: 


Everyone may rightly consider this event as the ori- 
gin of their life and existence. Providence has mar- 
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velously raised up and adorned human life by giving 
us Augustus... to make him the benefactor of man- 
kind, our saviour, for us and for those who will come 
after us. But the birthday of the god [Augustus] was 
for the world the beginning of the joyful messages 
[evavyeAlav] which have gone forth because of 
him. 


The Christian writings that we know by the 
name Gospels were intended by the earliest Chris- 
tian communities and those that passed them on to 
others to proclaim that there was “good news” 
about the exalted Jesus Christ rather than about 
the emperor. Paul uses the term similarly when he 
says in Rom 1:1, 2 that he is set apart for the “good 
news” of God, promised beforehand through his 
prophets regarding his son. Paul expands use of the 
term to designate also the specific oral Christian 
tradition shared in the Christian communities not 
only about God’s activity in the death and resur- 
rection of Jesus (1 Cor 15:1—5) but also about his 
coming or mapovola, parousia (1 Cor 15:23-28).° 
The preaching of the early church focused on 
Jesus, his deeds, and the presence of the kingdom of 
God in his words and deeds. When Mark began his 
Gospel, which was the first written, he was using 
the term in a wholly new sense in which the story 
of Jesus was understood as “good news.” Many 
who followed Mark agreed that the life and teach- 
ing of Jesus, as well as his death, resurrection, and 
return, constituted that good news. Some thirty 
other gospels were written after Mark, many of 
which are now known only in fragmentary form or 
in brief quotations from the early church fathers; 
they purport to tell the story of Jesus or focus on 
his teachings or portions of his life, such as the in- 
fancy narratives listed in ch. 14, below. 

The most indispensable sources we have today 
for reconstructing the events and teaching of Jesus 
are the canonical Gospels in the NT, even though 
recent studies are increasingly debating the impor- 
tance of extrabiblical literature in helping us to be 
more informed about the historical Jesus. The most 
important extrabiblical sources cited by some criti- 
cal scholars today include the Gospel of Thomas, P. 
Egerton 2, and the Dialogue of the Savior; also in- 
cluded are passages in a number of the early 
church fathers that continue some fairly early tra- 
ditions, especially those found in 1 Clement, and 
some of the fragmentary and apocryphal sources.® 
To this we add the agrapha, more than two hun- 
dred purported sayings of Jesus not found in the ca- 
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nonical Gospels, though their value for under- 
standing Jesus is strongly debated (see ch. 14, sec. 
3, below). 

Nevertheless, the most valuable sources for re- 
constructing the life of Jesus are still the canonical 
Gospels. To say that the Gospels offer a complete 
reconstruction of the story of Jesus is, however, 
overly optimistic, since even a casual reading of 
them shows that a full biography was not the in- 
tention of the writers. There are numerous gaps in 
the life of Jesus, and only two evangelists show any 
interest in the story of Jesus before the beginning of 
his ministry. Only Matthew and Luke tell us any- 
thing of Jesus’ birth, and only Luke reports any- 
thing about Jesus’ childhood (Luke 2:39-52), sharing 
but one brief instance of his visit to the temple. The 
Gospels do not tell the whole story of Jesus and are 
obviously quite selective, having a primary interest 
only in his ministry, teachings, death, and resur- 
rection. Also, only a very simple outline of the 
story of Jesus is discernible in the Gospels, and 
many of the details of his ministry are not in the 
same sequence in each of the Gospels. 

As we compare the first three Gospels, we see 
not only their significant differences but also where 
they overlap in substance and verbal usage. We 
must, therefore, ask about their reliability for re- 
constructing the story of Jesus. Through a careful 
study of these sources, can we discover with some 
degree of probability the actual life and teachings 
of Jesus? The scholarly community does not agree 
on what precisely can be known about Jesus from 
the Gospels, and some even debate whether the ca- 
nonical Gospels are the best or primary witnesses 
for examining the life of Jesus. Many scholars 
argue that the Gospels are more reflections of the 
life of the early Christian community than they are 
of the life of the historical Jesus. Recent scholarship 
has posed the question whether the writers of the 
Gospels were so self-serving, or so intent on serving 
the interests of their communities, that they actu- 
ally obscured the true picture of the historical 
Jesus. 

This question is not easily resolved, especially 
when, upon closer examination, we see that 
though all four Gospels treat essentially the same 
person and time frame—the ministry, passion, and 
resurrection of Jesus—John stands alone in his re- 
construction of these events, not only in their 
sequence but also in many of the details. In the 
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other three Gospels, though striking similarities 
have given rise to various views about interdepen- 
dence, there are also significant differences, espe- 
cially in the passion and resurrection narratives 
(see chs. 5 and 6, above) but also in the birth 
narratives and elsewhere. Details, for example, of 
the sequence of the events of Jesus’ ministry do not 
appear to be significant to the evangelists, and 
some of the other differences probably reflect a 
matter of theological preference, as in the location 
of the appearances of Jesus in either Galilee (Mat- 
thew and Mark) or Jerusalem (Luke and John) (see 
ch. 5, above). 

If we want to understand the story of Jesus, 
our first obstacle is to establish the essential reli- 
ability of our primary sources, the Gospels. In 
many churches today, such questions are not 
normally asked and are even considered inappro- 
priate because of their impact on already well-es- 
tablished doctrines of biblical inspiration. Such 
notions, however, seriously hinder careful bibli- 
cal inquiry. It is sometimes argued that if these 
Gospels are God’s Word, they must therefore be 
reliable and completely accurate; the problem 
consequently lies with those who interpret the 
Gospels rather than with the Gospels themselves. 
Although there is an element of true piety in 
such statements, those who hold to them tena- 
ciously seldom make significant advances in our 
understanding of the message of the evangelists. 
Indeed, such notions obscure the message of the 
Gospels when those who investigate them are 
forced to harmonize them into a single whole 
rather than allow the message of each Gospel to 
emerge in its own right.’ Any careful investiga- 
tion of the message of the biblical writings must 
determine the historical setting and message of 
these writings and deal with such issues as date, 
authorship, occasion, and how each writer han- 
dles the materials he used to produce his Gospel. 
The student must also look for theological mo- 
tives that may account for some of the differences 
in the Gospels. 

This study begins by focusing on the relation- 
ships among the first three Gospels, then considers 
the primary introductory material for each of 
them, and finally looks briefly at the Gospel of John 
and its value in recovering the story of Jesus’ life 
and teachings. Because the volumes of Luke and 
Acts were written by the same person and in rela- 


tively the same time frame, introductory matters 
related to Acts will be treated at the same time as 
the Gospel of Luke. 


2. THE SYNOPTIC PROBLEM: 
RELATIONSHIPS AND DIFFERENCES 


A. Introduction to the Synoptic 
Problem 


The first three Gospels have been called the 
Synoptic Gospels because they offer a similar pic- 
ture of the events of Jesus’ life. This similarity has 
resulted in the practice of arranging their texts in 
parallel columns to form a synopsis so that they 
may be viewed together. The problem of account- 
ing for their parallel relationships as well as for 
their divergences is commonly known as the “syn- 
optic problem.” Throughout most of church his- 
tory, a large portion of the attention given to Gos- 
pel research has focused on trying to harmonize 
the differences in the canonical Gospels. Toward 
the end of the nineteenth century, however, and 
especially in the first half of the twentieth, consid- 
erable interest was directed to accounting for the 
many similarities in the Gospels. More recently, 
and for completely different reasons, the focus has 
again shifted back to accounting for the differences 
in order to understand the peculiar theological per- 
spectives of each evangelist (see ch. 2, sec. 3.E, 
above, on redaction criticism). There is little or no 
attempt now to harmonize the narratives; rather, 
the effort is to understand how such differences 
emerged and what they tell us about both the per- 
spective of the writer and the community he was 
addressing with his narrative. 

A revolution in Gospel criticism occurred in the 
nineteenth century when it was concluded that the 
Synoptic Gospels were not written independently of 
one another. While this in itself was a significant 
conclusion in Gospel studies, with roots going back 
at least to the time of Augustine or even earlier, 
other important considerations followed from this, 
namely, the widely held contemporary views that 
Mark was the first Gospel written and that Luke 
and Matthew made considerable use of Mark in 
producing their Gospels. Further, because of the 
many parallels between Matthew and Luke that 
are not found in Mark, many scholars concluded 
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that both Matthew and Luke used a common source, 
which is commonly referred to as Q (from the Ger- 
man Quelle, “source”) or the Sayings Source. 
Whether this Q source was a written document, a 
common oral tradition, or a combination of both is 
a matter about which scholars still disagree (see 
ch. 4, above). 

In antiquity, the answer to the question about 
the many similarities among the Synoptic Gos- 
pels was answered by asserting Matthean prior- 
ity; that is, it was claimed that Matthew was 
written first and that his Gospel was used by the 
other evangelists. Augustine argued that Mark 
simply abbreviated Matthew (Harm. 1.2.4 [PL 
34,1044]). Origen earlier came to the conclusion 
that since the Spirit gave perfect memory to each 
of the Gospel writers, the differences between 
them were because of the “theological purposes” 
of Mark and Luke, which were often highly sub- 
tle in nature (see Comm. Matt., frg. of bk. 2 [pre- 
served in Philoc. 100.6]; 11.2-3, 6; Princ. 1, preface, 
3)8 In the eighteenth century, various theories 
about the relationships among the canonical 
Gospels began to emerge. In 1764, H. Owen ar- 
gued that Matthew was written first, that Luke 
used Matthew, and that Mark, which was writ- 
ten last, used both Matthew and Luke.’ In this 
way, the tradition of Matthean priority was 
maintained. This view was essentially followed 
by J. J. Griesbach of Germany in 1783 and is now 
known as the Griesbach hypothesis.!° By the 
nineteenth century, however, long-established 
beliefs about the priority of Matthew began to 
change, and the view that Mark wrote the first 
Gospel gained widespread acceptance among bib- 
lical scholars. B. F. Westcott advanced the theory 
that each of the four canonical evangelists ap- 
pealed to oral and written traditions independ- 
ently of one another,’ but this view did not 
prevail. Chief among the early proponents of 
Markan priority, that is, the idea that Mark wrote 
the first Gospel and that Matthew and Luke de- 
pended upon his work, were K. Lachmann and H. 
J. Holtzmann.'* Lachmann, in a variation of the 
Westcott thesis, contended that Mark made use 
of more primitive sources or narratives in con- 
structing his Gospel than did Matthew and Luke 
and that his Gospel was thus closer to the origi- 
nal narrative. This led others, notably Holtzmann, 
to conclude that Mark was the first Gospel writ- 
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ten and that Matthew and Luke depended upon 
Mark in the areas that they have in common. He 
argued that an early form of Mark (Ur-Markus) 
was used by both Matthew and Luke independ- 
ently of one another, in addition to the source 
that has come to be known as Q. Aside from 
minor modifications, Holtzmann’s position has 
held sway among biblical scholars. With a few 
notable exceptions today,!? it is generally held 
that Matthew and Luke made use of Mark, ex- 
panding it to some degree for their own theologi- 
cal and catechetical purposes, and that they also 
used a tradition, whether oral or written, desig- 
nated Q. This is generally known as the two-doc- 
ument hypothesis. 

The major work on the Synoptic Gospels in re- 
cent years has, however, been concerned equally 
with the problem of explaining the mutual rela- 
tionships and differences between the Gospels, with 
the goal of seeing the individual theological and 
practical concerns each evangelist had in writing 
his Gospel. This has been one of the primary em- 
phases of the redaction-critical approach to the 
Gospels. The explanations for these agreements and 
variations have been legion, and the debate about 
them continues. Long ago Westcott tabulated the 
parallel relationships between the Gospels, and his 
results are still quite useful today in understanding 
the overall situation (see table 8-1),1* 


TABLE 


PARALLEL RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN THE GOSPELS 


Gospel of Peculiarities 


8 - 1 


Coincidences 


The coincidences are not always exact verbal 
agreements, but they so approximate each other 
that most scholars agree that a close relationship is 
likely. 


‘98 ‘d ‘aply[og yWey pue A1O\SIF] USM STY WOsf UayD] ‘yYoTApayy SajavyD fo Aisajanoo javyo STUT 


PRIORITY OF MARK 


DESCRIPTION 
Matt, Mark, Luke, shared material 
Matt, Mark, shared material 
Lk, Mark, shared material 

Matt, Luke, shared material 


Mark, special material 


Matt, special material 


Luke, special material 


aYUOLVYALIT CHYOVS SLI GNV ALINVILSTYHS ATYVA = 827 
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The most commonly accepted explanation for 
these close affinities, called the four-source the- 
ory, suggests that (1) Mark wrote the first Gospel, 
which Matthew and Luke used and even altered for 
their own purposes, and that (2) Matthew and 
Luke also used another source(s), Q, which is not 
found in Mark. The verbal and sequential parallels 
between Matthew and Luke in the so-called Q pas- 
sages are not as close as in the portions they have 
in common with Mark, but they are sufficiently 
close to call for either dependence of one evangelist 
upon the other or the more likely conclusion that 
both drew upon a common source, Q. It is further 
argued that (3) the unique portions of Matthew 
and Luke, that is, the genealogies and birth narra- 
tives and the sixteen parables in Luke that are not 
found elsewhere, come from Matthew’s peculiar 
source or sources (commonly designated M) and 
Luke's peculiar source or sources (commonly desig- 
nated De These relationships, together with the 
terms used to describe the material in the Synoptic 
Gospels, are the most widely accepted views held 
by biblical scholars today. The source relationships 
among the Synoptic Gospels are diagrammed in 
table 8-2. 

If the Gospel of Mark was written before the 
other Gospels and used and expanded by them, 
then, historically and critically speaking, Mark’s 
Gospel should be accepted as the primary witness 
to the events of Jesus’ life, ministry, teaching, pas- 
sion, and resurrection. The assumption here is that 
the closer a report is to an event, the more reliable 
it must be, containing fewer additions to the story. 
This is not necessarily the case in all situations, but 
the point is not without merit. So, though the earli- 
est witness to an event is not always the most reli- 
able, in this case, the value of Mark’s report is 
clearly enhanced by its closer proximity to the 
events it describes. The other side of this assump- 
tion is that subsequent reports tend to expand the 
stories they report for their own purposes. A case 
in point might be the resurrection narratives, 
which are considerably longer in Matthew, Luke, 
and John than they are in Mark. Are the longer 
narratives less reliable than Mark’s because they 
were expanded in the later traditions for their obvi- 
ous catechetical value to the later growing Chris- 
tian community? Although this issue cannot be 
settled here, it cannot be ignored. The question is 
not whether the Gospels were written with the 
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emerging Christian communities in view and the 
story of Jesus altered to meet the needs of these 
communities but whether these perspectives (alter- 
ations) distorted the story of Jesus beyond recov- 
ery and beyond credibility, as some scholars have 
claimed. 

The question that still remains is, Was Mark 
the first Gospel? What evidence is there for this 
conclusion? Several factors point to Markan prior- 
ity and the dependence of Matthew and Luke upon 
his Gospel. 


1. By comparing all three Gospels, we find that, with 
the exception of three short reports (Mark 4:26-29; 
7:31-37; 8:22-26) and three short narratives (Mark 
3:22ff., 9:49; 14:51ff.), the whole of Mark’s Gospel is 
found in Matthew and Luke. It is easier to explain 
the absence of these in Matthew and Luke than 
why Mark would omit the vast sections of Matthew 
and Luke that include such matters as the geneal- 
ogy of Jesus, the expanded baptism stories, the addi- 
tions made to the temptation narratives, and the 
Sermon on the Mount or Plain in Matthew and in 
Luke, which includes the Lord’s Prayer. Why would 
Mark dismiss these and other reports about Jesus 
and his teaching ministry? Such selectivity makes 
little sense, but why Matthew and Luke may have 
omitted the portions of Mark that they did does 
make sense. Considering vocabulary statistics, Kiimmel 
has shown that, in the sections that are common 
between Mark and Matthew and/or Luke, 8,189 
of the 10,650 words of Mark are found in the two 
other Gospels: Matthew employs 7,768 of them, and 
Luke employs 7,040. Kiimmel further notes that 
Matthew and Luke coincide extensively with Mark in 
the material they have in common, and argues that 
this phenomenon cannot be explained by Mark’s 
omission of vast sections of Matthew’s or Luke’s 
Gospel.’® 


2. The sequence of the narratives also argues for the 
priority of Mark. For example, in the material that is 
common to all three Synoptics, Matthew and Luke 
agree with each other in sequence only so far as they 
agree with Mark, but where Matthew and Luke dis- 
agree with Mark’s order, they also diverge from any 
common sequence of events among themselves. This 
strongly suggests Matthew’s and Luke’s sequential 
dependence on Mark, while their Q material is in a 
different sequence. Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount 
(Matt 5-7) is only partially reproduced, in a different 
sequence, in Luke 6, but much of the rest of the ma- 
terial of Matthew's Sermon on the Mount appears in 
various other locations throughout Luke. 


Table 8-3 lists materials that Matthew and Luke 
have in common (Q material) but not in the same 
sequence; the initial numbering indicates the se- 
quence in that Gospel. 
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TABLE 8-3 


THE Q SOURCE MATERIAL” 


La 
1. 3:7-9, 16-17 John’s Preaching 


3..6:20~23, 27-30, 32-36 Sermon on the Plain 1 3.5:3-6, 11-12, 39-42, 45-48 
4. 6:37-38, 41-49 Sermon on the Plain 2 7. 7:1-5, 16-21, 24-27 


1. 3:7-12 
1 


7, 9:57-60 Nature of Discipleship 10. 8:19-22 


§..7:1-10 Centurion from Capernaum 9..8:5+13 
8.:10:1-12 Sending-Out Discourse 114. 9:37-10:15 


6..7:18-35 John’s Question; Jesus’ Reply 13, 11:2-19 


9. 10:13~15, 21-22 Cries of Woe and Joy 14. 11:21~-23, 25-26 
10. 11:1-4 Lord's Prayer 5. 6:9-13 
11. 11:9-13 Concerning Prayer 8.7:7-1 


22, 17:22~-37 Parousia Discourse 21. 24:26-28, 37-41 
23,°19:11-28 Parable of the Talents 23. 25:14-30 
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3. Kiimmel also argues that the linguistic or literary 
changes and variations in subject matter in the Syn- 
optics are “decisive” in pointing to Markan priority. 
He has shown that there is strong agreement in 
wording among the Synoptics in the material com- 
mon to all three, even though there is a tendency in 
both Matthew and Luke to change the simpler Greek 
of Mark to a more sophisticated Greek and correct 
oversights, such as where Mark attributes to Isaiah a 
quotation from Mal 3:1 (Mark 1:2; cf. Matt 3:3; Luke 
3:4). 


An interesting exception to this may be the sev- 
eral places where Matthew and Luke agree against 
Mark when they are dealing with the same event 
or teaching of Jesus. Comparing Mark 1:8 with 
Matt 3:11 and Luke 3:16; Mark 1:10 with Matt 3:16 
and Luke 3:22; Mark 8:29 with Matt 16:16 and Luke 
9:20; and Mark 15:46 with Matt 27:60 and Luke 
23:53 demonstrates this phenomenon quite well. 

We can also note the changes in grammar; for 
instance, the so-called historical present tense 
(where the present tense is used in a past narrative 
setting, such as “he says” [Aéyet, legei] for “he 
said” [elmev, eipen]), upon which Mark relies, is 
changed to a more usual narrative tense by Mat- 
thew and Luke (cf. Mark 2:12 with Matt 9:7 and 
Luke 5:25; Mark 4:10 with Matt 13:10 and Luke 8:9; 
Mark 16:8 with Matt 28:8 and Luke 24:9). Changes 
of subject are also quite striking—for example, in 
Matt 3:16 compared with Mark 1:10, and Matt 14:1 
compared with Mark 6:14 regarding the title of 
Antipas.!® It is much easier in these cases to under- 
stand why Matthew and Luke would have made 
their changes than it is to understand why Mark 
would change their two texts. C. A. Evans also dis- 
cusses literary improvements and the argument of 
sequence. He adds to these the issue of propriety— 
that is, Mark’s seeming lack of propriety in relating 
the weaknesses of the disciples (compare Mark 4:38 
with Matt 8:24), Jesus’ family’s concern about his 
mental stability (Mark 3:21), and the seeming disre- 
spect showed by Jesus to his family in Mark 3:33-34 
(cf. Matt 12:49 and Luke 8:21 to see how the focus 
is toned down). It is more logical to postulate that 
Matthew and Luke removed these potential embar- 
rassments than to say that Mark substituted more 
favorable comments about Jesus with less refined 
comments. Evans also observes that whereas Jesus 
is simply called “teacher” in Mark, he is called 
“Lord” in Matthew and “Master” in Luke (Mark 
4:38; Matt 8:25; Luke 8:24).!9 
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This brief summary of some of the arguments 
for Markan priority is in no way exhaustive, but 
these are some of the more suggestive arguments. 
The many arguments against Markan priority have 
not been discussed here, but they do not ade- 
quately address the above issues.”° Further discus- 
sion of the Gospel of Mark—date, authorship, and 
reliability—appears below. 


B. The Existence of Q 


Besides the material that Matthew and Luke 
have in common with Mark, there are a number of 
Adyta (logia)*! that are common to Matthew and 
Luke but are not found in Mark—for example, Matt 
3:11, 12 and Luke 3:16, 17. Before the nineteenth 
century, it was generally agreed that such parallels 
were due to Luke’s dependence upon Matthew’s 
Gospel, but more recently it has been argued that 
another source existed that both Matthew and 
Luke freely employed for their own purposes.” AS 
mentioned, this alleged document, known to both 
Matthew and Luke, has been called the Q docu- 
ment or the Sayings Source. Some of the scholars 
who accept the existence of such a document admit 
that its precise contents are still vague and cannot 
be determined with any assurance, but others think 
that the document's parameters are completely 
known, since they believe that it was fully incorpo- 
rated into the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. If we 
assess the material that is common to Matthew and 
Luke alone, it appears that Q was, with just two ex- 
ceptions, a collection of Jesus sayings or reports 
without a passion or resurrection story. It might be 
objected that this would not form a meaningful tra- 
dition, let alone a “Gospel” in early Christianity, 
but there may be some credibility to this view 
when we consider the existence of the Gospel of 
Thomas, which is nothing more than a string of ap- 
parently disconnected sayings of Jesus, unlike the 
canonical Gospels (see the earlier discussion of Q in 
ch. 4, sec. 3, above). 

The Q material is, in scholarly convention, 
placed in the Lukan sequence and referred to by 
the Lukan verse references. References to this ma- 
terial are often grouped together on a thematic 
basis. Kee, for example, groups the passages under 
the categories of (1) discipleship—its privileges 
and trials, (2) the prophet as God’s messenger, (3) 
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repentance or judgment, and (4) Jesus as revealer 
and agent of God's rule.” 

Many things about this alleged document are 
not known; we do not know who wrote it, where it 
was written, its complete contents (since no copies 
exist), the date of its composition, and the nature of 
its composition (oral or written). Though scholars 
disagree on all these issues, the general opinion is 
that (1) besides the sayings, Q contained narrative 
material, such as the temptation story and the 
story of the centurion at Capernaum; (2) Q was not 
a Gospel, since it has no passion narrative, but was 
a book or source for the edification of the church; 
(3) the ordering of the logia of Q was not random 
but was done with a distinct purpose in mind; (4) Q 
contained no passion narrative or passion kerygma 
(proclamation); (5) its place of origin and date are 
unknown, though some scholars are beginning to 
assign it to the region of Galilee around or before 
the time of the writing of Mark (ca. A.D. 65-70); 
and (6) it is not clear whether Mark knew or used 
such a source, that is, whether such a source stands 
behind the places where Mark, Matthew, and Luke 
agree.** Some have argued that, since it was prob- 
ably a collection of sayings that were most likely 
not connected to an Easter story, just as we see in 
the Gospel of Thomas, then it must have been writ- 
ten early, before Mark. This is not conclusive evi- 
dence, however, since Matthew and Luke may 
have preferred the passion and resurrection narra- 
tives of Mark over that of Q. It is also possible that 
much of this information existed in oral form, 
which might account for the lack of an Easter tra- 
dition.”> The most important objections to a writ- 
ten form of Q are that (1) Q may have been a fluid 
layer of oral tradition because the wording of the 
sayings postulated to have come from Q vary con- 
siderably between Matthew and Luke and (2) both 
Matthew and Luke take up and incorporate the Q 
material into their Gospels in a different sequence 
(see the Sermon on the Mount in Matt 5-7 and the 
Sermon on the Plain in Luke 6). Conzelmann coun- 
ters these concerns with four important points: (1) 
in spite of the differences there are substantial 
agreements in word order in the Gospels; (2) if Q 
were nothing more than scattered oral tradition, it 
is amazing that there is so much in common from 
this tradition in both Matthew and Luke; (3) the Q 
material has generally been adopted in the same 
order in both Matthew and Luke, though not com- 


pletely; and (4) the several “doublets” of sayings of 
Jesus in Matthew and Luke have their origin in 
their writers’ selecting, almost mechanically, from 
the same source (compare, e.g., Luke 8:16-18 with 
Mark 4:21—25; then compare this with the doublet 
in Luke 11:33, which is also found in Matt 5:15),76 
The majority of scholars today contend, therefore, 
that Q did exist in written form, though the precise 
boundaries of that document are not known. 

What other explanations are possible for the 
material common to both Matthew and Luke? Ba- 
sically there are just the two that have been pre- 
sented above: that Luke drew freely upon Matthew 
for his Gospel or that both Matthew and Luke made 
use of a common sayings source, generally desig- 
nated Q. Robert Grant suggests two reasons against 
Luke’s dependence upon Matthew: 


(a) In Matthew many sayings of Jesus have been as- 
sembled into a collection called the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matt. 5-7); in Luke these sayings are scat- 
tered over a number of chapters, in different con- 
texts. Would Luke have felt free to treat Matthew this 
way? (b) Many sayings of Jesus are connected to one 
another by verbal association in both Matthew and 
Luke; but in about seventeen instances the word 
used for the association by Matthew differs from the 
word used by Luke. This proves that both Matthew 
and Luke drew independently upon a common stock 
of oral tradition. 


Again, the close following of Mark’s sequence, 
the employment of most of his words by both Mat- 
thew and Luke, and their own significant differ- 
ences in both sequence and verbal association 
strongly suggest that Matthew and Luke were not 
directly dependent upon one another. 

Nevertheless, Grant concludes from the above 
that a Q document probably never existed, and 
suggests instead that the points of agreement came 
from common oral tradition that was available to 
both Matthew and Luke, some of which may have 
existed in written form but surely not all of it. His 
reasoning is supported by the way Matthew and 
Luke seem to handle the material. For example, if 
Matthew and Luke were using a written Q document, 
one would expect them to use it with the same consis- 
tency as they employed in using Mark’s Gospel, but 
such is not the case. He concludes from this two 
possibilities: either Matthew and Luke did not use Q 
in the same way they used Mark, with no apparent 
reason for the change, or no such written source 
was in existence. Grant concludes the latter.7® 
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Kee disagrees with Grant, suggesting that the 
best way to account for the verbal similarities that 
exist between Matthew and Luke is to conclude 
that they both drew upon a common written 
source, Q. He is much more optimistic about the 
existence of the Q document and even suggests its 
original order and a dating of it to as early as A.D. 
50.7? Kimmel is also optimistic about the existence 
of Q and believes that it originated in Palestine, 
very possibly around the year A.D. 68 but no later 
than 70.°° 

Some synoptic scholars argue for more of an 
oral tradition behind the current Gospels but at the 
same time contend that the postulated oral stage of 
transmission was not as fluid as scholars earlier 
supposed. Although direct dependence has not 
been clearly established, the use of rabbinic tech- 
niques for transmission of the oral tradition by the 
early Christian teachers has been asserted.*! Those 
who suggest such a parallel claim that the use of 
oral tradition in the early Christian church was 
well defined, as in rabbinic Judaism, which eventu- 
ally, in the late second century A.D., codified the 
oral tradition that had continued from the first and 
second centuries A.D. and, in some instances, prob- 
ably before. Early Christians may well have learned 
similar principles of transmission in their catechetical 
training, involving repetition and memorization of 
short, well-organized thoughts. Theissen has ar- 
gued that such parallels are also found in the clas- 
sical world, which had a strong emphasis on oral 
tradition, especially noticeable in Socrates’ method 
of training. Theissen shows the value of the oral 
tradition in early Christianity by highlighting the 
well-known quotation from Papias (ca. A.D. 140), 
who prefers the oral traditions about Jesus over the 
written (Matthew and Mark). Theissen cites the ex- 
amples of Matt 28:19-20 and Luke 10:16 to show 
that Jesus’ teaching was passed on orally at first 
rather than in written form. He also cites ex- 
amples from Paul indicating that Paul knew of and 
used church oral tradition about Jesus (see 1 Cor 
7:10-11; 9:1-14; 11:23-26).*? Much of this tradition 
probably existed in small units that were appar- 
ently seen as detachable and applicable to different 
contexts, such as the teaching of the “first and the 
last” in Matt 19:30, 20:16 and Luke 13:30, two very 
different settings. 

For those who accept Markan priority, the exis- 
tence of Q is an essential component. Although the 
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debate continues over whether Q ever existed as a 
written document or whether it was primarily an 
oral tradition, we will use Q to designate the non- 
Markan material that is found in both Matthew 
and Luke. Whether this source was written or oral 


‘would not affect its value as an early source for 


knowledge of the teaching of Jesus. 

The earlier Pauline Letters make no mention of 
existing written sources or Gospels. Paul only ac- 
knowledges oral traditions (e.g., 1 Cor 11:23; 15:3), 
and there is not much other evidence for the exis- 
tence of written traditions before the writing of 
Paul’s letters. The fact that he appealed to tradition 
(rapdsoots, paradosis) passed on to him (1 Cor 
15:3-7) or to his own encounter with the risen 
Christ as the source of his gospel (Gal 1:11-12, 
15-16), rather than to any written sources, is an ar- 
gument against the existence of written Gospels be- 
fore or during Paul’s ministry. If the canonical 
Gospels were written before the end of Paul’s life, 
there is no evidence that they were in general cir- 
culation, so that reference could be made to them, 
but that some sources did exist from earlier times is 
implied in Luke 1:1-4. The precise nature of the 
sources that the evangelists used in their Gospels 
cannot be determined with any accuracy, although 
it seems fairly clear that Matthew and Luke made 
extensive use of Mark. Whether Q, M, and L were 
written or oral traditions available to the Gospel 
writers and whether other traditions may also 
have influenced the Gospel writers cannot be deter- 
mined with certainty, but the verbal parallels be- 
tween Matthew and Luke in the Q material suggest 
that they may have referred to a written tradition. 
But again, Luke does mention that others had un- 
dertaken to do what he himself was about to do 
when he began writing his Gospel (Luke 1:1-4). 


C. Events Giving Rise to the Gospels 


Jesus left no writings of his own and did not oc- 
cupy any official position of the sort that would 
have caused an official record of his actions or 
speeches to be kept. His life and teachings were re- 
membered by his followers not primarily out of his- 
torical interest but because, after his resurrection, 
these things seemed much more important for the 
life and witness of the church, especially for its 
worship and teaching ministries. It is difficult to 
understand how the early Christians could or would 
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have perpetuated simply the story of a crucified, 
despised, humiliated, and rejected religious leader. 
These things became important for the faith and 
growth of the early community of believers only 
after the emergence of belief in Jesus’ resurrection. 
As the early Christians remembered the events and 
teachings of Jesus, they used them in their worship 
and instruction, and these traditions were handed 
on in a manner that would meet the liturgical and 
instructional aims of the early community of be- 
lievers.*? Regardless of the argument stating that 
the Gospel of Thomas, whose author/collector gath- 
ered sayings of Jesus into a “gospel,” has no clear 
reference to his passion and resurrection and thus 
is unconcerned with such matters, it is difficult to 
understand how any early Christian writers could 
continue to pass on traditions about Jesus without 
at least the assumption of his resurrection from the 
dead or his glorification and triumph in some man- 
ner. For this reason alone, it is difficult to give the 
Gospel of Thomas priority over the canonical Gos- 
pels. Rather, it probably belongs to some later time, 
when the Easter tradition could be taken for 
granted or when its absence could be accounted for 
in terms of the gnostic teaching of the second cen- 
tury. Although a few scholars have denied it, 
Thomas is, of course, a gnostic gospel. Further, Paul 
tied his understanding of the gospel to that of the 
earliest followers of Jesus (Gal 2:1-10), and stating 
that all of the earliest leaders of the church ac- 
knowledged the essence of the gospel (1 Cor 15:3-8), 
he concluded with the words “so we proclaim and 
so you have believed” (1 Cor 15:11). That a Chris- 
tian community ever existed without a passion or 
resurrection tradition does not seem possible, and 
such a community is never referred to even polemi- 
cally in any part of the NT writings. That oral and 
written traditions about sayings and activities of 
Jesus existed from early on (before A.D. 50), we do 
not deny. But we do question the notion that there 
ever existed in the first century a community of fol- 
lowers of Jesus who did not know about the death 
and resurrection of Jesus. 

What historical events would have provided 
occasions for the writing down of this oral tradition 
about Jesus? The growth of the Gentile mission, the 
decline in the Jewish mission when the church 
moved from Jerusalem to Pella, and no doubt the 
destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 all had impor- 
tant impacts upon the church, and this led to the 


writing down of its traditions. The most important 
catalyst, however, was probably the death of some 
of the key leaders in the church—Peter, Paul, and 
James—since the church’s proclamation was based 
primarily upon their memories of Jesus and his 
teachings (1 Cor 15:5-8; Acts 1:21-22). Grant sug- 
gests that the persecution of Roman Christians in 
A.D. 64, when some of the leading apostles were 
probably put to death, and the execution of James 
the brother of Jesus in the year A.D. 62 in Jerusalem 
had to have been important motivations for the 
Christians to write down what had been circulat- 
ing orally. When the eyewitnesses began to die, 
whether by persecution or old age, it became nec- 
essary to commit their teachings to writing. Fol- 
lowing this line of reasoning, Grant concludes that 
Gospel writing probably began around A.D. 60, 
when the apostles and original eyewitnesses were 
growing old and were coming increasingly under 
persecution. 

Filson adds that, as this tradition was passed on 
in oral form, most of the actual historical sequence 
was probably lost beyond recovery, except for the 
broad outline of Jesus’ ministry, which included his 
baptism, his initial preaching, his strong appeal to 
the crowds of people, the growing hostility from 
Jewish leaders, and, finally, his arrest, trial, cruci- 
fixion, and resurrection.» Within this general and 
fairly trustworthy outline, many of the events re- 
ported in the Gospels could have occurred either 
early or late in Jesus’ ministry. Notice, for example, 
where the cleansing of the temple and Jesus’ pre- 
dictions about it are located in the Synoptics (late) 
and in John (early). Filson is probably correct when 
he says that the exact time and place of all these 
events did not fit into the needs of the early church 
and were therefore not given serious attention. Ex- 
cept in this broadest of outlines of Jesus’ ministry, 
which was fairly well established in the traditions 
of the early church, the actual sequence of the 
events and teachings of Jesus was not of significant 
importance to the church, which therefore did not 
go to great lengths to preserve it. 

The above suggestions about the origins and 
writing down of the Gospel traditions cannot be 
conclusively proved. The authorship and origins of 
these works, together with the uncertain limits of 
the sources employed, remain a mystery. The writ- 
ing of these Gospels, however, took place when a 
stable form of the gospel tradition was needed— 


Chapter 8 / The Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles 


one that could resist continuing change—but also 
when eyewitnesses to these events were still avail- 
able to ensure against the fabrication and undue 
expansion of the tradition that might occur, espe- 
cially if the written documents recorded material 
contradictory to the large amount of oral tradition 
circulating in the churches. It is not likely that any 
of the Gospels would have received widespread ap- 
proval if eyewitnesses had discredited their reports. 
For this reason, when the evangelists wrote about 
the life, death, resurrection, and teaching of Jesus, 
it is likely that they were using traditions that had 
long been accepted by the earliest community of 
believers and been passed on by the church, first in 
oral and later in written form, with the approval of 
many persons who had been eyewitnesses and who 
were still living at the time of the writing. There is 
no need to conclude, as some form critics do, that 
these traditions were more products of the needs of 
the early church than they were reports of events 
that actually took place in the life of Jesus. This is 
not an either-or situation. The interpretation and 
development of these traditions in the early church 
does not necessarily mean that Christians greatly 
expanded them. 

Metzger believes that the Gospel traditions re- 
ported what actually occurred. He contends that 
the reinterpretation and development that took 
place in the church need not have involved a fabri- 
cation of the events reported in the Gospels. He 
holds that the Gospel reports may be entirely “ho- 
mogeneous with the original meaning, whose full 
vitality is thus unfolded for the benefit of the whole 
Church.” © 


D. Conclusion 


The synoptic problem is to determine the rela- 
tionships among the Synoptic Gospels, accounting 
for the similarities between them as well as their 
differences. This entails an examination of not only 
the oral and written sources (to the extent they are 
known) used by the evangelists but also the indi- 
vidual contributions of the evangelists themselves. 
Although biblical scholars have expended consider- 
able energy accounting for the similarities in the 
synoptic tradition, they are also concerned to ac- 
count for the sometimes significant differences in 
the parallel accounts. Can these differences be at- 
tributed to the particular theological biases of the 
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evangelists, or to the specific needs of the congre- 
gations they addressed, or to some combination of 
these? 


3. THE GOSPEL OF MARK 


A. Introduction 


There has hardly been an assertion made about 
the Gospels in recent years that has not been seri- 
ously questioned by NT scholars. The following 
comments about the Gospel of Mark are no excep- 
tion. This brief summary of the background infor- 
mation on Mark is by no means final, and we freely 
acknowledge that there are alternative positions. 

Until the turn of this century, Mark was the 
most neglected of all four canonical Gospels. But 
Mark was familiar to, or was used by, several sec- 
ond-century writers, including Papias (of whom we 
will say more presently), the author of the Gospel of 
Peter, Hermas, Tatian, Clement of Alexandria, 
Irenaeus, and also later authoritative church fig- 
ures from the third, fourth, and fifth centuries, in- 
cluding Tertullian, Origen, Eusebius, and Jerome. 
Still, Mark was never put first in any of the collec- 
tions of Christian writings, and there was no com- 
mentary on Mark that we know of until the fifth- 
century volume by Victor of Antioch. After Mark’s 
incorporation into the fourfold Gospel canon by 
Irenaeus in the late second century, its use in the 
church diminished in the following centuries, and 
it was largely neglected.*” Today, however, Mark 
has become the most studied Gospel of the Synop- 
tics, because it is believed to have been the first 
written, thereby providing the primary source of in- 
formation on the life of Jesus. Its stated purpose in 
writing is straightforward—to tell the story of Jesus 
in such a way as to call forth faith in the reader or 
hearer. 


B. Authorship 


The Gospel of Mark, as with the rest of the Gos- 
pels, has been handed down as an anonymous 
work. The current superscription, “The Gospel ac- 
cording to Mark” (evayyéAtov kata Madpkov, 
euangelion kata Markon), comes from the fourth 
century, though the Gospel itself was attributed to 
Mark, the companion and interpreter of Peter, as 
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early as the first half of the second century. The 
earliest and most important ancient source attrib- 
uting the work to Mark is that of Bishop Papias of 
Hierapolis, writing around A.D. 140, as preserved 
by the church historian Eusebius (ca. A.D. 325): 


In the same writing he [Papias] also quotes other in- 
terpretations of the words of the Lord given by the 
Aristion mentioned above and traditions of John the 
presbyter. To them we may dismiss the studious; but 
we are now obliged to append to the words already 
quoted from him a tradition about the Mark who 
wrote the Gospel, which he expounds as follows. 
“And the Presbyter used to say this, ‘Mark became 
Peter’s interpreter and wrote accurately all that he 
remembered, not, indeed, in order, of the things said 
or done by the Lord. For he had not heard the Lord, 
nor had he followed him, but later on, as I said, fol- 
lowed Peter, who used to give teaching as necessity 
demanded but not making, as it were, an arrange- 
ment of the Lord’s oracles, so that Mark did nothing 
wrong in thus writing down single points as he re- 
membered them. For to one thing he gave attention, 
to leave out nothing of what he had heard and to 
make no false statements in them.’ ” This is related 


by Papias about Mark, and about Matthew this was 


said, “Matthew collected the oracles [ta \Oyta] in 
the Hebrew language, and each interpreted them as 
best he could.” (Hist. eccl. 3.39.14-16 [Lake, LCL]) 


On the basis of this testimony, it has tradition- 
ally been concluded that John Mark, onetime com- 
panion of Paul and Barnabas and subsequently of 
Peter (see Acts 13:5, 13 [John = John Mark]; 1 Pet 
5:13), was the author of the Gospel bearing his 
name. Currently, however, there is no agreement 
among scholars on the authorship of the Gospel of 
Mark. Marxsen, who calls the statement by Papias 
“historically worthless,” argues that the separate 
pericopes in Mark cannot be attributed to the 
preaching of Peter and claims that Papias is simply 
appealing to the authority of a great apostle in 
order to help him combat the Gnosticism of his 
day. Since by that time, or even earlier, Mark was 
considered to be the author of this Gospel and since 
separate testimony shows that he was an associate 
of Peter (1 Pet 5:13), this Gospel was an appropriate 
source available to Papias to help him in his de- 
fense of the gospel message.?® 

Essentially, the arguments against John Mark, 
a Jewish resident of Jerusalem and later the com- 
panion of Paul and also of Peter, writing this Gos- 
pel are that he does not appear to be familiar with 
the geography of Palestine in the first century (Mark 
7:31; 11:1) or with Jewish customs, overgeneralizes 


about the Jews (7:3—4), from whom he seems to dis- 
tance himself, and does not reflect the theology of 
either Paul or Peter as a companion might (Phlm 
23; cf. Col 4:10; 2 Tim 4:11)? 

Even though many other scholars today have 
called into question the tradition from Papias that 
Mark adapted the teaching of Peter to meet his 
hearers’ needs, this tradition, as Martin argues, 
makes three very important claims: (1) the sources 
of the tradition in Mark were traced to Peter, (2) 
Mark himself had no firsthand knowledge of the 
words and deeds of Jesus, a statement that gives 
credibility to Mark instead of taking away from his 
report, and (3) Mark functioned as Peter’s secretary 
(or interpreter, Epunvedtns, herméneutés), which 
squares with a late-second-century (or fourth-cen- 
tury) anti-Marcionite prologue to Mark that calls 
Mark Peter’s interpreter.*° 

Although we cannot give conclusive answers 
to all of the objections raised against Markan au- 
thorship, the objections are not insurmountable, 
and there does not seem to be sufficient reason to 
deny the early church tradition that the Gospel of 
Mark was compiled by John Mark. Gundry, for ex- 
ample, gives considerable credence to Papias’s tra- 
dition about Markan authorship and argues at 
length for this being an early tradition (A.D. 
108-110) in the church.*! It is perhaps going too 
far, however, to say that this Gospel consists simply 
of the reminiscences of Jesus as told by Peter to his 
friend John Mark, even though the Gospel of Mark 
may still contain much of Peter’s testimony. Al- 
though form criticism claims that the Gospel of 
Mark also contains much of the early church’s 
teaching, it is possible, and even likely if the book 
were written by the John Mark mentioned in the 
NT, that in the Gospel there are some traditions 
stemming from Peter himself, just as Papias stated. 
One tradition that may have come from Peter is 
Mark’s reference to the failure of Peter and the rest 
of the disciples, which, as we noted above, was 
downplayed in Matthew and Luke but likely came 
from an eyewitness who was anxious to be candid 
about what happened.*? 

Because of this conflict, the value of authorship 
is disputed among some scholars. Marxsen, for ex- 
ample, states quite unambiguously that Markan 
authorship is immaterial: “This assumption does 
not really help us very much, for whatever name 
we assume to be that of the author does not make 
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the work any more or any less than it is in its 
anonymous form.”*? Guelich, who acknowledges 
the weakness of the case in favor of Mark the com- 
panion of Paul as the author of the Gospel of Mark, 
also concludes that the matter of authorship is not 
of great importance.** We cannot agree here with 
Marxsen or Guelich, since Markan authorship 
would surely imply a close connection to an eye- 
witness of the events that Mark describes in his 
Gospel, and would make Mark the earliest and clos- 
est witness to the life and testimony of Jesus. If in 
the Gospel of Mark one is presented with testimony 
from Peter, it follows that Mark’s testimony is more 
likely to reflect the views of earliest Christianity, in- 
cluding the eyewitness reports of Peter himself (1 
Pet 5:1 says Peter witnessed the passion of Jesus). 
Although it is impossible to be dogmatic about au- 
thorship, we can scarcely deny the importance of 
the Gospel’s possibly being written by a companion 
of Peter. 

As we have mentioned, that Mark only wrote 
“reminiscences” coming from Peter, however, is 
too much to plead (as Conzelmann and Lindemann, 
Gundry, and Guelich agree). Filson is correct in 
questioning the veracity of Papias’s statement that 
Peter was Mark’s sole source of information. He be- 
lieves that Mark also knew the oral tradition of the 
church and so would have used it in his writing.*® 
Further, since this Gospel, unlike the Gospel of 
Thomas, which purports to come from an apostle, 
does not make a claim to apostolic authorship and 
all of the earliest testimony points to the author- 
ship of Mark (who was clearly not an apostle), it is 
not likely that such a tradition would have been in- 
troduced without substantial support for it. If the 
name was fabricated by someone in the early 
church, a nonapostolic person was selected as the 
fictitious author, rather than, say, Peter himself, 
which is what happened in the case of the apocry- 
phal Gospel of Peter (and many of the other apocry- 
phal gospels). This is an especially important ar- 
gument, since in the Gospels themselves there is 
nothing special about Mark that would lend any 
credibility to his report. In Acts, he is reported to 
have given up on Paul and Barnabas’s first mis- 
sionary endeavor (Acts 13:13), and Paul, no doubt 
as a result of this, subsequently had no confidence 
in Mark and would not take him on his second mis- 
sionary journey (Acts 15:37-39). These are hardly 
credentials to commend the name of Mark to the 
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early church, even with his recovery from this ini- 
tial timidity and with his later profitable ministry 
(see 2 Tim 4:11; 1 Pet 5:13). The point here is obvi- 
ous: it simply does not make sense to fabricate the 
name of Mark as the author of the Gospel, because 
he was not an apostle or an eyewitness to the story 
of Jesus. It would make much more sense to choose 
an apostolic name, as in the several apocryphal 
gospels (and possibly Matthew and John). Tertullian 
(ca. A.D. 200) gave the apostles themselves (apostoli) 
priority over their followers (apostolici): “Of the 
apostles, therefore, John and Matthew first instill 
faith in us; while of the apostolic men, Luke and 
Mark renew it afterwards. These all start with the 
same principles of faith” (Ag. Marc. 4.2.2 [ANF]; 
adapted, italics added). 

If Papias’s testimony is to be trusted, however, 
we are then confronted with the difficult problem 
of trying to decipher which is the testimony of 
Peter and which are layers of tradition on top of it, 
a very challenging task that will not here be pursued. 


C. Date 


As with authorship, it is impossible to be cer- 
tain about the dating of Mark's Gospel. Cranfield 
has noted that, according to the anti-Marcionite 
prologue for Mark and the testimony of Irenaeus, 
the Gospel of Mark was written after the death of 
Peter.*° Irenaeus is the oldest and clearest evidence 
we have on this matter, and he claims that “after 
[Peter’s and Paul’s] death, Mark, the disciple and 
interpreter of Peter, transmitted to us in writing 
what was preached by Peter” (Haer. 3.1.1). It is 
probable that Peter died as a martyr during the 
Neronian persecution (ca. A.D. 64); if the tradition 
is correct about the time of Peter’s death, this 
would place the writing of Mark sometime around 
A.D. 64-70.” Other than this, there is little evi- 
dence to give us guidelines for dating. Also, consid- 
ering the impact upon the church from the de- 
struction of Jerusalem and the temple and the relo- 
cation of the Jerusalem church to Pella, the lack of 
any clear reference to the destruction of Jerusalem 
and the temple in Mark is taken by some as an in- 
dication that Mark was written before A.D. 70.*° 
Whether the reference to the impending destruc- 
tion of Jerusalem in Mark 13:]-2 is a vaticinium ex 
eventu (a prophecy after the event has taken place, 
that is, a fabrication of a prophecy) is debated 
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among scholars.*? C. A. Evans has observed that 
such pessimism is unwarranted and that before the 
fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the temple a 
number of persons had predicted that the temple 
would be destroyed.” Jesus’ prediction fits well 
within the context of his day, when, because of the 
moral failure of the people and of the leadership of 
the nation, others also were predicting the destruc- 
tion of the temple. 

The early church fathers’ apologetic use of the 
destruction of Jerusalem to support their view that 
they had inherited the Jewish role as the people of 
God points to the significance of this event for early 
Christianity. If it had already occurred, we would 
expect to see clearer references to it in Mark. The 
writing of Mark, therefore, was most probably 
sometime after the death of Peter and Paul but be- 
fore the destruction of Jerusalem, in A.D. 66-70. 


D. Influence and Reliability 


Most scholars today believe that Mark’s Gospel 
is the earliest of the four canonical Gospels and 
that it formed the basic pattern the other Gospel 
writers followed. Again, it is very doubtful that 
Mark himself composed the units of tradition in his 
Gospel solely upon the basis of Peter’s reminis- 
cences, but what does seem to be peculiar to Mark 
is his initiation of the Gospel genre itself. It appears 
that Mark set the pattern and scope of the Gospel 
narrative extending from the baptism of Jesus to 
his ministry, death, resurrection, and finally his 
recognition as the exalted Lord. This pattern is 
common to all four of the canonical Gospels. 

Because Mark was the first Gospel to be written 
and because it was used by at least two other Gospel 
writers, it is inevitable that one should consider Mark 
as the primary source of information about Jesus.>! 

If Mark is the earliest Gospel, however, we 
must further ask whether he was faithful to his 
sources, leaving us with reliable information about 
Jesus. Did he pass his information on in the way he 
received it, or did he feel free to expand his sources 
and smooth out difficulties in and between his 
sources? Cranfield offers several reasons to support 
the contention that Mark was indeed a faithful and 
reliable witness, among them (discussed in detail 
above) that Mark’s speech has been softened by 
Matthew and Luke and that his terms of address for 
Jesus have also been changed by Matthew and 


Luke. Another reason Cranfield offers is that Mark 
did not create the vivid details in his Gospel if they 
were lacking in his sources. For example, there are 
numerous places where he could easily have in- 
vented detail in order to present a more vivid story 
(3:13-19; 6:6b-16; 6:30—34; 6:53~-56), in comparison 
with his reports in 5:1-20, 9:14—29, and 10:17—22, 
where he seems to know more of the context. This 
comparison suggests that when Mark did not have 
details, he did not invent them. It must not be con- 
cluded from this that Mark lacked imagination but, 
rather, that he was a conscientious author, not an 
inventor or fabricator. Cranfield says that this re- 
flects a “real reverence for the sacredness of histori- 
cal events which he believed to have been the very 
deed of God.” Perhaps following this rule of self- 
restraint a little too closely, Mark seems to lack suf- 
ficient connecting links between the various sec- 
tions in his Gospel. It seems that when Mark re- 
ceived a tradition in isolation without reliable in- 
formation about its historical context, he was evi- 
dently hesitant to supply the missing historical 
links. On the other hand, Matthew and Luke often 
supply the missing links in places where Mark has 
none (compare, e.g., Luke 5:33 with Mark 2:18, and 
Matt 14:13 with Mark 6:30-31). For these reasons, 
Cranfield believes that a good case can be made for 
the basic reliability of Mark’s handling of his 
sources. Another argument for the priority of Mark 
is that it is easier to understand why Matthew and 
Luke would have added these details than why Mark 
would have omitted them if he knew of them or had 
been using either Matthew or Luke as one of his pri- 
mary sources. 

In light of the integrity and careful manner 
with which the author of Mark handled his sources, 
it remains to be determined whether the sources he 
possessed and used in the compilation of his Gospel 
were reliable. Cranfield again suggests several rea- 
sons for the essential reliability of Mark and his 
sources. (1) The survival of many eyewitnesses, 
both hostile and friendly, throughout the oral-tra- 
dition transmission period would have limited the 
possibility of introducing fabricated stories into the 
Gospel traditions. (2) The prominence of such 
words for “witness” as paptus (martys), wapTupelv 
(martyrein), paptupta (martyria), and waptupLov 
(martyrion, which later came to refer to martyr- 
dom) may show that the early Christian commu- 
nity was aware of its obligation to tell the truth, as 
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the word martys in the ancient world referred espe- 
cially to a witness in court. (3) The main outline of 
the events of Jesus’ career and passion were often 
repeated in the early church (see, e.g., Acts 2:22-36; 
1 Tim 3:16) in its preaching and worship and were 
thus kept clear in the memory of the early church. 
(4) The church’s awareness and use of the oral tra- 
dition of the Jewish community, which was known 
for its painstaking care in passing on its traditions 
in considerable detail, and the similar fashion in 
which the church passed on its traditions (see 1 Cor 
15:3-8; Rom 10:9-10) argue for the limitation of 
undue expansion of the primary traditions about 
Jesus during its formative years. (5) Along this 
same line, the manner in which Jesus taught 
(through parable, aphorism, and epigram) made it 
easy to pass on the tradition without significant 
loss. (6) Cranfield also observes that the use of 
Mark by the later evangelists would be strange if he 
were not considered to be reliable by them in the 
framing of their own Gospels. (7) There are a num- 
ber of explicit Semitisms or Aramaisms in the Gos- 
pel of Mark—words or phrases in Aramaic carried 
over into the Greek—found in the sayings of Jesus 
and in many of the narratives (e.g., “Talitha 
cumi,” or “little girl, get up,” in Mark 5:41; “Abba,” 
or “Father,” in 14:36). The presence of these phrases 
argues against the notion, advanced by some schol- 
ars, that later Hellenistic influences considerably 
altered the traditions in Mark. (8) The fact that 
Mark freely shares traditions that discredit Peter 
and the other apostles and even mentions the igno- 
rance of Jesus regarding the time of his second 
coming (13:32) strongly suggests the general reli- 
ability of the way Mark handled his sources and 
conveyed his message about Jesus. 


E. Basic Characteristics and Message 


Mark was probably motivated to care for a 
community that was going through difficult times, 
and his Gospel contains two primary discourses 
from Jesus that appear to address such a circum- 
stance. The first is in 4:1-34, a discourse on par- 
ables, and the second is the apocalyptic discourse 
on an imminent eschaton in ch. 13. The sayings ma- 
terial in Mark is significantly increased in both 
Matthew and Luke with the Q material. 

Of importance also is the so-called messianic 
secret in Mark, in which the identity and signifi- 
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cance of Jesus are both hidden (from the main 
characters of the story) and revealed (to the read- 
ers of the book) (see 1:25, 34, 44; 3:12; 5:43; 7:36; 
8:30; 9:9; cf. 5:19; 16:7).>4 Why did Mark not want 
the characters of his narrative to identify Jesus as 
the Son of God, especially when he begins the com- 
position with such a declaration in 1:1? On the 
other hand, Jesus is identified as God’s “beloved 
son” at his baptism in 1:11, at his transfiguration in 
9:7, and by one of his executioners at his crucifix- 
ion in 15:39. Mark, like Matthew, also has a strong 
inclination toward sets of three. For example, he 
puts together three seed parables (4:3-32), three 
common opinions about John the Baptist (6:14-15), 
three common understandings of Jesus (8:27-28), 
three predictions of his passion (8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34), 
three occasions of the disciples falling asleep in the 
garden (14:32-42), and three denials of Jesus by 
Peter (14:66-72).° It appears that the messianic se- 
cret was maintained in order to make sure that Jesus’ 
appointed time of suffering was not interrupted. 
Jesus as the suffering Son of Man is at the heart of 
the Gospel (chs. 8-10), along with the suffering of 
the disciples (Mark 8:31-32, 34-38). In these narra- 
tives the cost of discipleship is presented: those who 
wish to follow Jesus will have to take up a cross, 
deny themselves, and follow selflessly after Jesus, 
imitating the example that he has given. None of 
this, however, should override our recognition of 
Mark’s primary concern to present Jesus as the Son 
of God—the overarching theme of the book. The 
significance of his message for his readers, who 
were facing an uncertain future and perhaps going 
through various trials for their faith, is obvious. 
That Jesus has triumphed over all his enemies, 
even at the point of abandonment by his closest 
friends and endurance of a cruel death on a cross, 
would have been highly significant for a commu- 
nity of faith that was uncertain of its future. Such a 
community's hope would have been related to its 
recognition of God’s activity in Jesus and of his 
identification with the presence of the kingdom of 
God in his life and ministry. 


F. Outline of the Gospel of Mark 


Prologue to the Gospel (1:1-13) 

The ministry in Galilee and nearby 
(1:14-8:26) 

The preparation for his passion (8:27-9:13) 
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The journey to Jerusalem (9:30-10:52) 
The ministry in Jerusalem (11-13) 

The passion of Jesus (14:1—15:47) 

The resurrection of Jesus (16:1-8) 
Markan appendix (16:9-20) 


G. Postscript 


Although most NT scholars today recognize that 
Mark 16:9-20 is a late addition to the Gospel, not 
all agree that 16:8 was the original ending of Mark. 
It certainly was unusual in ancient Greek to con- 
clude a work with a conjunction, such as is found 
in Mark 16:8: €boBodvto yap, ephobounto gar (“for 
they were afraid”). Indeed, a parallel case is found 
only in the first-century Pseudo-Demetrius’s Formae 
epistolicae, which ends with ddeidw yap, opheild 
gar. Fuller believes that there were no appearance 
stories in the original Easter tradition and that 
originally there were only proclamations of his res- 
urrection. He sees no problem with concluding the 
Gospel with 16:8.°° On the other hand, it seems 
strange to end a Gospel about the triumph of Jesus 
on a note of fear and fleeing. It is more likely that 
the original ending—and possibly the original in- 
troduction of the Gospel—has been lost, either be- 
cause of extended use of the manuscripts or dam- 
age to the manuscripts during a time of persecu- 
tion. It is also difficult to imagine why Mark would 
have left the appearance stories out of his Gospel if 
such were known. The earliest Easter tradition is 
found in 1 Cor 15:3-8, where Paul includes a list of 
appearances of the risen Lord to the disciples. All 
the other early Easter traditions include appear- 
ances, and they are supported indirectly in the 
story of the selection of Judas Iscariot’s successor 
(see Acts 1:21, 23). Although some scholars prefer 
to have Mark conclude with the strange words 
“they said nothing to anyone, for they were 
afraid,” this does not fit in with Mark’s purpose of 
presenting Jesus as the Son of God. The other evan- 
gelists all recorded that the story of Jesus continued 
through the Easter appearances. 

The current long ending of Mark (16:9—20) is 
not original to Mark but was added later by Chris- 
tians who were concerned with the abrupt ending 
of this Gospel. The passage is not found in the old- 
est manuscripts of the Gospel but may nevertheless 
contain early traditions, some of which are parallel 
to, and probably summations of, the conclusions of 


the other canonical Gospels. They perhaps preserve 
early sources upon which the early church drew. 
Most of the contents of this section are found in the 
other Gospels, as the following parallels show: 


Parallels in Mark’s Longer Ending 
Mark 16:11 Lack of belief (Matt 28:17) 
Mark 16:12-3 Two on the road (Luke 24:13-35) 


Mark 16:14 Reproach for unbelief (John 20:19, 26) 


Mark 16:15 Great commission (Matt 28:19) 


Mark 16:16 Salvation/judgment (John 3:18, 36) 


Mark 16:17 Speaking in tongues (Acts 2:4; 10:46) 


Mark 16:18a Serpents and poison (Acts 28:3~5) 
Mark 16:18b Laying hands on the sick (Acts 9:17; 28:8) 


Mark 16:19 Ascension (Acts 1:2, 9) 


Mark 16:20 General Summary of Acts” 


If Mark 16:9-20 was a late addition and 16:8 
was not the original conclusion, what happened to 
Mark’s original section? What accounts for the dis- 
appearance of this important conclusion, which al- 
most certainly included appearances to the disciples 
in Galilee, as is promised in both 14:28 and 16:7, 
and which was probably closely followed and/or 
adapted by Matthew? A possible explanation for 
the loss of the original conclusion concerns the 
form in which the Gospel was first circulated, 
namely, the codex (or book) form, as opposed to a 
scroll. In a codex, the last page would include the 
final appearance story. Is it possible that the ending 
of Mark was lost and that the reason Mark 16:9-20 
and several other conclusions were added to Mark 
16:8 is the ancient church’s recognition of this? As 
it stands, the conclusion of the Gospel at 16:8 with 
the words “they said nothing to anyone, for they 
were afraid” is hardly a way to speak of the certi- 
tude of faith that developed and that issued forth in 
the establishment of the church. It would be diffi- 
cult to construct the logic of the good news from 
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this kind of conclusion. The original conclusion 
may well have been lost, and the church supplied 
what was missing by offering a brief digest of the 
conclusions of the other canonical Gospels and por- 
tions of Acts. 


4. THE GOSPEL OF LUKE AND THE ACTS 
OF THE APOSTLES 


A. Introduction 


Because of their theological congruity and the 
similarity in their introductions and their language 
patterns, quite early in the history of the church it 
was concluded that both Luke and Acts had the 
same author. This is so although both volumes 
were circulating separately as early as A.D. 140, 
when Marcion included the Gospel of Luke in his 
collection of Christian Scriptures but did not in- 
clude Acts. The most important evidence that the 
two volumes came from the same author is found 
in their introductions. Acts (1:1-2) picks up on the 
introduction to Luke (1:1-4), noting not only the 
same addressee but also that Acts is the second vol- 
ume of a two-volume work. 

In terms of focus, the author clearly has uni- 
versal ambitions for the gospel of Christ and is con- 
cerned about the missionary zeal of the earliest 
church in both Jewish and Gentile communities. 
For Luke, the mission of Jesus to Israel is extended 
in the church, in its worldwide mission to the Jews 
and the Gentiles. At any rate, the Luke—Acts cor- 
pus is commonly recognized as two volumes by the 
same author, who sought to trace Christianity from 
its origins to its spread throughout the Roman Em- 
pire, especially to Rome.*® The author of Luke—Acts 
does not alter Mark’s arrangement of the life of 
Jesus as much as Matthew does, nor does he make 
his account subservient to the five-discourse scheme 
that Matthew's Gospel follows. As Bultmann has 
noted, the author of Luke-Acts continues the 
method developed by Mark because “he is inter- 
ested in an historically continuous and connected 
presentation, whose demands of course he realizes 
much more comprehensively than Mark.”°? The 
writer’s purpose in his composition seems to be ob- 
vious from the introduction to the Gospel. He states 
that he seeks to explain carefully the origins of 
Christianity in the life, death, and resurrection of 
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Jesus, as well as its growth and development from 
Jerusalem to Rome. The author shows himself to be 
one who is very interested in history and in pre- 
senting the historical events carefully and precisely 
(see, e.g., Luke 2-3), but with an evangelistic pur- 
pose. He was not an unbiased historical reporter 
but one with strong theological motives for writing 
his history of the origins of salvation and its early 
proclamation. The author of these two volumes 
can in no way be seen as an unbiased or unpreju- 
diced historian seeking only the facts (if such a per- 
son has ever existed). He is completely involved in 
the story he is trying to relate, and has a special 
concern to share the universalistic appeal of the 
Christian message, making it known that salvation 
is not only for the Jews but also for the Gentiles. 
This can be seen in passages such as Luke 2:32, 3:6, 
4:14-27, 13:29, 15:11-32, 24:7, and Acts 10:34-43, 
as well as in the remainder of Acts, in the Gentile 
mission of Paul, and also in that of Peter in Acts 
10. The writer is obviously not interested solely in 
the “cold facts” of history but, rather, in the facts 
about Jesus the Christ that call individuals to faith. 

Despite these facts, the corpus of Luke—Acts is 
one of the most controversial compositions in the 
NT. With few exceptions, Luke—Acts has been the 
center of more debate than almost any of the other 
books in the NT. Today the most contested issues 
continue to be matters related to authorship, date, 
the purpose of writing, the view of history, the 
speeches of Acts, the reliability of the two volumes 
as a historically reliable picture of the early church, 
and the accuracy of the author’s reflection of Paul. 
Long ago W. C. van Unnik called the Luke—Acts 
corpus “a storm center in contemporary scholar- 
ship,” an opinion that still holds true. 

The following observations are summary dis- 
cussions of some of the more important problems 
scholars deal with today, together with a few con- 
clusions that we can draw from the two-volume 
work, 


B. Authorship 


Since the author’s name is not attached to either 
of the books, the problem of authorship is some- 
what complicated. Traditionally the “we” passages 
of Acts (cf. 16:10-17; 20:5-15; 21:1-18; 27:1-29; 28:1-16) 
have been used to argue that Luke, the companion 
of Paul, wrote both volumes. The oldest discussion 
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available on this question comes from Irenaeus (ca. 
A.D. 180), who accepted the “we” sections as con- 
clusive evidence that Luke wrote Luke—Acts. Ar- 
guing for the closeness of Luke to Paul in his journeys, 
unlike Mark and Barnabas, Irenaeus concludes: 


As Luke was present at all these occurrences, he 
carefully noted them down in writing, so that he 
cannot be convicted of falsehood or boastfulness, be- 
cause all these [particulars] proved both that he was 
senior to all those who now teach otherwise, and 
that he was not ignorant of the truth. That he was 
not merely a follower, but also a fellow-laborer of the 
apostles, but especially of Paul . . . (Haer. 3.14.1 
[ANF]; cf. 3.13.3) 


Irenaeus’s argument was intended to confirm a 
prior belief about Luke and Acts rather than intro- 
duce a new understanding of its authorship. In the 
list of Paul’s missionary companions, only Luke 
and Jesus called Justus appear to be candidates for 
authorship; all early church tradition supports the 
former. A common view—and probably the stron- 
gest evidence in favor of Lukan authorship of 
Luke—Acts—has been that the author intended the 
“we” passages to show that he was a participant in 
some of the journeys of Paul and was not simply 
using the conventional “we,” as some have argued. 
Acts and other ancient historical writings make 
use of the first-person plural in narrations of jour- 
neys often, though not always, to indicate partici- 
pation (see esp. Polybius, Hist. 36.12, 12.27.1-6; 
Lucian, Hist. conscr. 47; Homer, Od. 12.402-425). 
Nevertheless, some scholars have questioned this 
conclusion. They have seen the “we” passages as 
part of a convention for ancient sea-voyage narra- 
tives, although this has been fairly well refuted. 
More plausible is the theory that the author relied 
upon an earlier, continuous source that has been 
interpolated throughout the larger narrative, marked 
by the retention of the use of “we,” especially since 
the “we” passages have an outlook and theology 
that is distinctive when compared to the rest of the 
Acts narrative.°! Kimmel, who denies Lukan au- 
thorship of Luke—Acts, contends that the compiler 
of the two-volume work found the “we” passages 
in the traditions he used to compile his work and 
simply left them in the final form of the work.°? 
Ktimmel notes further that were the author of Acts 
a companion of Paul, he would probably have 
shown a greater awareness of Paul’s major teach- 
ings, Paul's epistles, and the fact that Paul used the 
title of apostle to describe himself, a title that is sel- 


dom attributed to Paul in Acts (see 14:4, 14). The 
tendency of the writer of Acts to smooth out the 
differences in the early church, especially making 
Peter and Paul alike in regard to Gentile freedom 
from the law (cf. Gal 2:1]-14), has caused some 
scholars to question its reliability. Such doubts have 
resulted in the hypothesis that the book of Acts is a 
form of novel or ancient romance.°? Acts does share 
some of the characteristics of an ancient romance— 
such as depiction of the adventures of a hero, who 
travels and encounters various dangers—but there 
are also significant differences. It is important to re- 
member that, just because Acts may be a tale well 
told, holding its reader’s attention, this does not 
necessarily mean that it is unreliable, and certainly 
not that it is fiction. 

The full title ascribed to Acts (ca. A.D. 150) sug- 
gests that the book was about the apostles, but 
after the early chapters Luke shows little interest in 
the apostles as a group. Although not original to 
the document, the title is nevertheless important 
evidence, from the second century, of the church's 
quest to root faith in apostolicity. Acts, however, 
concentrates its narrative around Peter (chs. 1-12) 
and Paul (chs. 9, 13-28). The first part of the book 
tells the story of the early church in Jerusalem and 
Palestine/Syria from the resurrection of Christ until 
the departure of Peter from Jerusalem. Peter serves 
as the transition and authentication of the Gentile 
mission of the church, principally carried out by 
Paul. The career of Paul is structured in three mis- 
sionary journeys to the west from Antioch and Pal- 
estine/Syria, with a final journey as a prisoner to 
Rome. A feature of the contents of Acts is the fre- 
quent inclusion of speeches that summarize early 
Christian preaching and teaching (e.g., chs. 2, 3, 7, 
13, 20, 22, 26). 

Although the author aimed at providing an 
“orderly account” of the birth and development of 
the Christian movement for his patron Theophilus 
(Luke 1:34), he was also a zealous advocate for the 
Christian faith. He viewed the early Christians as 
models for conduct and wanted to show how the 
Christian movement, which began as a Jewish sect 
in Palestine, evolved in its identity and grew to 
have universal appeal to both Jews and Gentiles. 
The author likewise stresses that the church and 
the Roman government were not in conflict. Be- 
cause of the length of Luke—Acts, the books were 
probably first published in two separate volumes, 
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Pools on the travertine cliffs at Hierapolis, formed by the calcareous concretions and mineral deposits from the local 
thermal springs, where the Romans built elaborate baths. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


or scrolls, of papyrus sheets, making it possible to 
circulate one without the other. Acts was viewed 
as a book separate from the Gospel and circulated 
in a codex, or booklike form, at least by ca. A.D. 
140, when an edited form of Luke became part of 
Marcion’s collection of Christian Scriptures along 
with ten of Paul's epistles. Acts was not used by 
Marcion probably because he was unaware of it. 
Since he edited the Gospel and since the largest 
focus in Acts is on the inclusion of the Gentiles into 
the church, it is difficult to know what in Acts 
would have so offended him that he could not also 
have expurgated it. Whatever it might have been, 
Marcion could just as easily have used the editor’s 
pen to delete unwanted material, as he did in Luke’s 
Gospel. 

Although some verbal parallels exist between 
Acts and 1 Clement, Barnabas, Polycarp, the Didache, 
and the Shepherd of Hermas, this may be evidence 
only of a vocabulary that was common in early 
Christian writings. Justin Martyr in the second cen- 
tury (ca. A.D. 160) has apparent citations from Acts 


(compare Acts 1:8 with 1 Apol. 50.12; Acts 17:23 
with 2 Apol. 10.6). Irenaeus was the first writer to 
mention Acts by name and also ascribe it to Luke, 
the companion of Paul. He also cited it in his at- 
tacks against Marcion, as noted above (e.g., Haer. 
3.1.1; 3.10.1; 3.12.1-5). Acts is mentioned in an 
anti-Marcionite prologue of Luke (possibly as early 
as ca. 160-180 but probably later), which notes 
that Luke was a Syrian of Antioch, a disciple of the 
apostles who later followed Paul and who served 
the Lord as a single man until his death in Boeotia 
(Bithynia?) at the age of eighty-four. Clement of Al- 
exandria frequently cites Acts in a scripturelike 
(i.e., authoritatively) manner (e.g., Misc. 3.6.49; 
7.9.53). Origen makes use of several texts from Acts 
but is vague about its scriptural status (Or. 12.2; 
13.6). Tertullian, like Irenaeus, appeals to Acts to 
refute Marcion (Ag. Marc. 5.1-2) and adds that 
those who did not accept Acts as Scripture were 
not of the Holy Spirit (Prescr. 22). After the book 
of Acts, some five known apocryphal Acts were 
written—Acts of Peter, Paul, John, Thomas, and 


294 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


Andrew—in the late second and early third centu- 
ries in Asia Minor and Syria. All were modeled 
after the NT Acts, but unlike Acts, they are almost 
entirely fictional. 

The book of Acts does not fit easily into any an- 
cient pattern of historiography, although the au- 
thor shows some acquaintance with the historian’s 
craft and has a working knowledge of Greek rheto- 
ric. Acts itself is neither a biography nor a history 
after the usual ancient patterns, although the au- 
thor uses both in his own way to underscore the 
validity of Christianity. There is no question that 
the author of Acts made use of sources for his 
work, but he has so completely rewritten them that 
they are hardly distinguishable, except for the “we” 
source. He shares this practice with many ancient 
historians, such as Tacitus, Josephus, Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus (Ant. rom. 5, 8), and Lucian (Hist. 
conscr. 47), who, though they claim to have neither 
added nor deleted anything, appear to have com- 
pletely rewritten their sources.°* 

Since Irenaeus, there have been other argu- 
ments put forward defending the traditional view 
that Luke, the companion of Paul, was the author 
of Luke—Acts. One of the most popular arguments 
for Lukan authorship around the end of the last 
century and the early decades of the twentieth 
came from William K. Hobart, who held that the 
“medical terms” used by the author of Luke—Acts 
proved that the work was written by Luke, the 
physician and companion of Paul.®° Hobart argued 
that since Luke was a physician (Col 4:14; Phim 
24), be should display medical language in his 
writings. Hobart made a study of the language of 
Luke—Acts, concluding that the corpus was written 
by a physician, more precisely, Luke the physician. 
Hobart’s work gained credence when it was later 
supported by the notable Adolf Harnack, who rein- 
forced Hobart’s arguments. Harnack was convinced 
that the medical language in Luke—Acts supported 
the view that Luke was the author of the entire 
work. He stressed emphatically that “the evidence 
is of overwhelming force; so that it seems to me 
that the third gospel and the Acts of the Apostles 
were composed by a physician.” He concluded that 
“the result of our investigation is that the book is 
Lukan in style and vocabulary. . . . St. Luke, there- 
fore, has manufactured this document.”°° 

Henry Cadbury, together with many others after 
him, has taken exception to Hobart’s and Harnack’s 


position, explaining that the so-called medical 
terms attributed to Luke the physician were also 
used by others who were in no way connected with 
the medical profession. Cadbury argued that the 
“medical terms” cited by these authors, as such, 
did not exist.” The result of Cadbury's and other 
scholars’ work on this question is that the argu- 
ment based on medical language has seldom 
been used since, and then certainly not with the 
previous confidence. Vincent Taylor, for example, 
was much less dogmatic than Harnack about the 
“medical terms” and only argued that they “tend to 
confirm the ancient tradition” but they do not 
prove ito. 

The classic argument against Lukan author- 
ship and a first-century dating of the corpus was 
set forth by F. C. Baur in 1845.°° Baur held that 
Acts was written far into the second century as an 
apology trying to bring together two opposing par- 
ties of the church, namely, Gentile Christianity 
(represented by Paul) and Jewish Christianity (rep- 
resented by Peter). He noted that these groups 
were opposed to each other, especially over their 
understanding of the role and observance of the 
law in the church. 

Baur is best known for his application of the 
Hegelian dialectical philosophy of history to early 
Christianity and using it in dating the NT writ- 
ings.’° He interpreted the conflict between the ear- 
liest strands of Jewish Christianity, represented by 
James (and in the book of Acts by Peter), which he 
considered the “thesis” form of early Christianity, 
and Gentile Christianity, represented by Paul, which 
he considered the “antithesis”; and he viewed Acts 
as the “synthesis” that attempted to bring these 
two opposing sides together. This synthesis was 
seen by Baur to represent the catholicizing tenden- 
cies of the second-century church. He argued that 
the unity of Acts consisted in its “tendency” 
(hence, Ger. Tendenzkritik) to represent the differ- 
ence between Peter and Paul as unessential and 
trifling. He said that there was a tendency in Acts 
to make Peter appear like Paul, as when Peter went 
to the house of Cornelius in Acts 10 and defended 
Gentile rights in the church in Acts 1] and 15. Baur 
maintained that Paul, on the other hand, was 
made to look like Peter, as when Paul circumcised 
Timothy (Acts 16:3), cut his own hair at Cenchreae 
at the conclusion of a Jewish vow (Acts 18:18), and 
then joined with four Jewish Christians in a weeklong 
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temple ritual of purification, meditation, and offer- 
ing (Acts 21:23~-26). Since Paul was the apostle of 
freedom and proclaimed freedom from the law— 
that a person was justified by faith alone apart 
from the works of the law (see Gal 2—-3)—whereas 
Acts tries to view Paul as obedient to the law, it 
was clear to Baur that Acts was written late by an 
author trying to bring the two main elements in 
the church into harmony by covering up the differ- 
ences between Paul and Peter. To Baur, the theol- 
ogy of Acts was foreign to Paul’s theology, which 
was best seen in Paul’s four undisputed Epistles— 
Romans, Galatians, and 1 and 2 Corinthians (see 
ch. 10, below). Baur’s hypothesis is commonly known 
as the Tiibingen theory, which also initiated the 
long-standing Ttibingen school. 

Although Baur had a major impact on the in- 
vestigation of Luke—Acts for over a century, few 
scholars today accept his conclusions about Acts, 
especially those based on his Hegelian approach to 
early Christianity, but most still agree with him 
that there is a significant difference between the 
theology of Luke—Acts and the theology of Paul. 
This conclusion calls Luke’s authorship of the two 
volumes into question. Kiimmel, as mentioned 
above, maintains that the author of Luke—Acts ei- 
ther was not acquainted with Paul or did not ac- 
cept Pauline theology.” Marxsen holds that the 
events of Acts depict a picture of the church at the 
end of the first century, not during the life of Paul.” 
Harrison, on the other hand, argues that the eccle- 
siastical and sacramental matters in Acts are very 
primitive in comparison to the early second cen- 
tury’s more developed views, observable in Clement 
of Rome and especially in Ignatius. The primitive 
nature of Acts, for him, argues against a late dat- 
ing of the work but in favor of Lukan authorship, 
just as the early church maintained.”? 

In general, as with the authorship of Mark, 
those who deny Lukan authorship of Luke—Acts 
must explain the unlikely attribution of the work to 
a nonapostolic person. On the other hand, those 
who accept Lukan authorship must explain the al- 
leged differences in the theology and events in Acts 
with those described by Paul in his epistles. We are 
inclined to accept Lukan authorship, but not with- 
out some reservation, because of the differences in 
theology between Luke and Paul. The chief differ- 
ences concern Paul's view of the significance of the 
death of Jesus “for our sins” (1 Cor 15:3; Rom 4:25), 
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compared with the emphasis on the resurrection 
(Acts 2:22—36; 3:13-16) by Luke, who only says that 
the death of Jesus was in the plan of God (Acts 2:23; 
3:18). While the speech attributed to Paul in Acts 
20 refers to the death of Jesus for sins (v. 28), the 
point is still that Luke’s focus on the death of Jesus 
is not the same nor emphasized to the same degree 
as it is in Paul. Similarly, Paul’s major emphases 
on reconciliation, redemption, and justification by 
faith, the use of “apostle,” his favorite designation 
for himself, and any reference to Paul’s letters are 
all missing in Acts. Although the “we” passages, in 
many scholars’ minds, go a long way toward main- 
taining the traditional view of authorship, the most 
important question is the overcoming of the differ- 
ent theological perspectives between Luke and Paul. 


C. Date 


Harnack insisted on a date in the early 60s for 
the composition of Luke—Acts, partly because there 
is no mention of the death of Paul, the primary 
hero of Acts. For Harnack, it did not make sense 
that the writer should follow the ministry of Paul 
so closely, only to omit any mention of his death, 
unless it had not yet occurred by the time this work 
was completed.’* Most estimates of the time of 
Paul’s death (and all early traditions agree) place it 
during the Neronian persecutions in Rome in A.D. 
64-65. On the other hand, O’Neill attempts to date 
Luke—Acts to a post-New Testament era, between 
A.D. 115 and A.D. 130, because of Acts’ lack of direct 
awareness of Paul’s thought and because the work 
was still not well known by the time of Justin (ca. 
A.D. 160), as presumably a first-century work would 
be.” Many scholars today object to O’Neill’s con- 
clusions, suggesting an earlier dating around A.D. 
70-90, but agree with him that it was not written 
by Luke, the companion of Paul. 

The argument for an early dating of Luke—Acts 
based on the failure to mention the death of Paul 
(or Peter, for that matter) is not used by many 
scholars today because this would push earlier the 
date of the composition of Mark.’° More specifi- 
cally, if Luke depended upon Mark and if Luke—Acts 
was written about A.D. 60-61 before the death of 
Paul, then Mark must be placed about A.D. 59-60 
at the latest. This dating procedure is unacceptable 
to most because it forces Mark to a date that early 
tradition will not easily allow (see sec. 3.A, above). 
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Paul’s death, though clouded over with mystery, 
could have occurred in the latter part of Nero’s 
rule, as late as around A.D. 67. This is possible if we 
accept the early tradition that Paul was released 
from prison in Rome, went to Spain, was subse- 
quently arrested in Rome, and put to death.”” Since 
Paul did not go to Spain before his imprisonment in 
Rome (according to Acts, which has Paul arriving 
in Rome around A.D. 61-62), it has been argued 
that Paul was released from prison and rearrested 
later. In Rom 15:28 Paul speaks of his plans to visit 
Spain, and in 2 Tim 4:7 (disregarding the issue of 
authorship of the Pastorals for the moment) it is 
claimed that Paul had “finished his course,” imply- 
ing that his proposed journey had taken place. 

If Paul was released from prison in Rome (it is 
by no means certain that he was), then Luke—Acts 
could have been composed between the time of 
Paul’s two arrests in Rome, while he was on a visit 
to Spain and the Aegean area or traveling in the 
eastern Mediterranean (as 1 Timothy and Titus 
seem to indicate). If that was the case, Paul's final 
arrest and subsequent death could have been as 
late as A.D. 67, though few scholars would put his 
death this late. If Luke-Acts was composed during 
this intermediate phase of Paul’s ministry, then the 
two volumes could have reasonably been written 
around A.D. 65-67. At any rate, a date of A.D. 70 or 
later is very unlikely, not just because there is no 
mention of Paul’s or Peter’s death but also because 
there is no mention of the fall of Jerusalem, which 
took place in A.D. 70 and had a significant impact 
upon the church. There is nothing whatever in 
Acts to suggest that Jerusalem had fallen or that its 
temple had been destroyed. 

Bruce, however, comments, “The attitude to 
Roman power throughout Acts makes it difficult 
for some readers to believe that the Neronian per- 
secution of ca. A.D. 65 had taken place.” He also 
notes that throughout Acts Paul’s appeal to Rome 
appears to be in anticipation of a favorable hear- 
ing. Had Luke been writing at a time when Nero 
had already begun his attack on Christians, it is 
doubtful whether Luke would have portrayed such 
an optimistic picture. In favor of an early dating of 
Acts, Bruce explains, “Prominence is given in Acts 
to subjects which were of urgent importance in the 
church before A.D. 70, but which were of less mo- 
ment after that date. Such were the terms of Gen- 
tile admission to church fellowship, the coexistence 


of Jews and Gentiles in the church, the food re- 
quirements of the apostolic decree [ch. 15]."78 For 
these reasons, an early dating of Luke—Acts—for 
instance, between A.D. 64 and 67—seems possible, 
even though the work may not generally have be- 
come known in the early church until twenty or 
twenty-five years later.”? 

We should briefly add that some scholars who 
date Luke—Acts after A.D. 70 or thereabouts do so 
on the basis of the prophecies of the Gospel of 
Luke, which speak of the fall of Jerusalem and the 
destruction of the temple and strongly suggest im- 
ages of the Jewish war (see Luke 17:22-36; 21:20-28; 
23:28-31). There are no adequate grounds, how- 
ever, for assuming that all predictions must have 
occurred after the events to which they refer took 
place. Bruce is correct when he contends that “it 
is, indeed, quite uncritical to assume that every 
prediction which comes true is a vaticinium ex 
eventu [a prediction after the fact], quite apart 
from the consideration that these were the predic- 
tions of the Messiah Himself. The prediction of 
wars and sieges and sacking of cities is a common 
place of history.”°° 


D. The Importance of Authorship for 
Interpretation 


The establishment of Lukan authorship is far 
more important than the dating of Luke—Acts be- 
cause of Luke’s personal connection with Paul. 
Luke was acquainted with Paul and his ministry 
and with that of many of the other early church 
authorities, including Timothy, possibly Peter, Bar- 
nabas, James, and others. If the author was Luke, 
his sources for the life of Jesus and his history of the 
spreading of the Gospel by the earliest community 
of Christians would have a more direct and reliable 
connection to early eyewitness accounts of the 
events he describes, thereby making Luke—Acts 
more valuable for reconstructing the events of the 
early church. It is also precisely this issue that 
divides scholars—the Gospel of Luke’s seeming 
lack of awareness of the major themes of Paul's 
preaching. 

An early dating and Lukan authorship of 
Luke—Acts (ca. A.D. 64-67) would support the idea 
that the tradition about Jesus was not a late no- 
tion, originating in the needs of a community 
of Christians in answer to problems that arose in 
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the church. This is especially true of the Gospel, 
but also of Acts. Lukan authorship and an early 
dating obviously would not prove that Paul was 
well acquainted with the teaching of the life and 
ministry of Jesus, but they would argue strongly for 
Luke’s awareness of a common early tradition 
about Jesus that circulated both inside and outside 
Palestine. 

The basic questions about the authorship and 
dating of Luke—Acts have clearly not been resolved 
and must remain open for future study and more 
substantial argumentation. The preceding discus- 
sion has, it is hoped, set forth possibilities for con- 
tinued investigation. Even those scholars who are 
most skeptical about the traditional dating and au- 
thorship of Luke-Acts continue to appeal to the 
corpus as a source for NT church history. Indeed, it 
is impossible to formulate any coherent under- 
standing of the early church, from whatever per- 
spective or stance one has regarding authorship 
and date, without considerable dependence upon 
Luke—Acts.*! 


E. Outlines of the Gospel of Luke and 
the Acts of the Apostles 


1, The Gospel of Luke 


Prologue (1:1-4) 

Birth of John and Jesus, Jesus’ childhood 
(1:5-2:52) 

Baptism, ancestry, and temptation (3:1—4:13) 
Galilean ministry (4:14-9:50) 

Journey to Jerusalem (9:51-19:27) 

Last week of ministry (19:28-21:39) 

Death and resurrection of Jesus (22:1—-24:53) 


2. The Acts of the Apostles 


Prologue and ascension (1:1-14) 

Spread of the gospel in Jerusalem (1:15-8:3) 
Spread of the gospel to Samaria and the 
coastal regions (8:4—11:18) 

Spread of the gospel to Gentiles—triumph 
and conflict (11:19-15:35) 

Interlude: death of James, escape of Peter, 
death of Herod (12:1—23) 

Spread of the gospel to western Asia and 
Greece (15:36—19:20) 

Spread of the gospel from Jerusalem to 
Rome by Paul (19:21—28:31) 
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5. THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW 
A. Introduction 


In the earlier discussion of the synoptic prob- 
lem, we argued that the writer of Matthew used 
Mark as his primary source, besides a written or 
oral tradition known also to the writer of Luke and 
conveniently called Q. Along with Mark and Q, 
Matthew probably also used other traditions (or 
perhaps his own perspective on the issues he dis- 
cusses), either written or oral, to compile his Gos- 
pel, traditions we call M. 

Matthew, more than any other evangelist, re- 
lates the OT and issues in contemporary Judaism to 
the story of Jesus. This Gospel is not legalistic 
though it does at times lean in that direction, as 
can be seen in the writer’s orderly way of arrang- 
ing the teaching of Jesus and what he expects from 
his disciples (Matt 5-7). Matthew appears to have 
been written primarily for teachers in the church. 
The widespread use of Matthew—far more than 
any other Gospel—in the second century testifies to 
the church’s perception of its reliability. Matthew, 
along with the Epistle of James and the Didache, is 
one of the primary expressions of the concerns of 
Jewish Christianity in the first century, but an im- 
portant question is whether Matthew, or the au- 
thor of the first Gospel, was a Jew or Gentile. Fur- 
ther, when was the Gospel written, and where? 
These are important questions, since they impact 
on the credibility of the writer, as we will show 
below. 


B. Authorship 


The obvious dependence of the first Gospel 
(Matthew) on Mark suggests that the Gospel was 
not written by an apostle but, rather, by a writer 
who knew how to use his sources well.8? The tradi- 
tional view that Matthew the apostle was the au- 
thor has been considered highly suspect among 
most NT scholars for a considerable time. Most 
today consider that the author was a Hellenistic- 
Jewish Christian, but several notable scholars of 
late are wondering if the author of Matthew was 
Gentile instead. 

The evidence for all of these positions is both 
internal and external: there is evidence from an 
examination of the Gospel itself, and evidence 
from the oldest external evidence, the early 
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church fathers’ witness to the authorship. The 
primary external evidence for Matthew the apostle 
dates back to a statement from Bishop Papias of 
Hierapolis (ca. 140), who was quoted by Eusebius 
(Hist. eccl. 3.39.16). The critical part of the pas- 
sage, for our purposes, comes after Eusebius con- 
cludes Papias’s words about Mark’s Gospel and 
then focuses on Matthew: “This is related by 
Papias about Mark, and about Matthew this was 
said, ‘Matthew collected the oracles [or sayings, 
Ta AGYLa] of Jesus in the Hebrew [Aramaic?] lan- 
guage, and each [teacher?] interpreted [or trans- 
lated; ipyvevoev, hérméneusen] them as best he 
could’ ” (Hist. eccl. 3.39.16 [LCL]) (the full text is 
reproduced in sec. 3.B, above). Probably a misun- 
derstanding of what Papias intended led early 
Christians such as Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, 
and especially Eusebius to argue that logia com- 
prised a Gospel. Whether Papias himself explic- 
itly drew this conclusion is not certain, but he 
does say earlier in the passage attributed to him 
that Mark gathered “the Lord’s oracles” (tdv 
KvpLak@v Aoylov, tin kyriakdn logion) but not in 
any particular order. The parallel is not exact, 
but close enough to raise the question whether 
Papias meant that Matthew wrote a Gospel. If the 
external tradition is to be trusted, then we must 
say yes. It is possible, however, that Matthew, 
though not composing a Gospel, did collect say- 
ings of Jesus and wrote them in Hebrew or Ara- 
maic. Irenaeus (ca. 180), however, claims that 
Matthew wrote his Gospel in the Hebrew dialect 
while Peter and Paul were preaching the Gospel 
in Rome (Haer. 3.1.1; cf. Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.8.2). 
Eusebius also reports a story from Pantaenus (ca. 
170), the director of the school in Alexandria 
taken over by his student, Clement of Alexan- 
dria, that Matthew wrote a Gospel in Hebrew 
that was taken as far east as India and was left 
there in its Hebrew letters by Bartholomew (Hist. 
eccl. 5.10.3). Jerome (ca. 390-395) claimed to have 
seen and copied the Hebrew form of Matthew’s 
Gospel (Vir. ill. [PL 23:643]), but only a few schol- 
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still very doubtful, however, that the Gospel of 
Matthew, as it now stands, ever existed in He- 
brew or Aramaic. Thus far, no attempts at putt- 
ing it back into Hebrew or Aramaic have been 
successful or gained approval among Matthean 
scholars. Harrington, who claims that the canon- 


ical Gospel of Matthew is and always has been in 
Greek, nevertheless adds that a complete copy of 
Matthew’s Gospel in Hebrew appears in a four- 
teenth-century Jewish polemical treatise called Even 
Bohan (“The Touchstone”). Study of this docu- 
ment is still at an early stage, but he notes that it 
makes Judaism and Christianity more compati- 
ble than does the canonical version, and offers a 
higher estimation of John the Baptist.°4 

Since all of the ancient external testimony on 
this matter apparently depends on Papias, or a mis- 
reading of Papias, should it be discounted? Clement 
of Alexandria, Irenaeus, Origen, and Eusebius were 
all Greek speakers and wrote extensively in Greek, 
and they believed that Matthew was a translation 
from the Hebrew into Greek,® but can we trust 
their conclusions? Surely their expertise in the Greek 
language should give them an advantage in know- 
ing; still, it is not clear how Matthew wrote in He- 
brew but incorporated a Greek Gospel (Mark) into 
his work and allowed it to determine the material 
he presents. This is especially strange if the writer 
were an eyewitness and an apostle. It is also strange 
that an apostle would borrow the text of someone 
not an eyewitness to recount his own calling to fol- 
low Jesus (compare Matt 9:9-11 with Mark 2:14)! 
Why would he need to use another source about 
his own calling?®° The external evidence points to 
a Palestinian Jew named Matthew; the internal evi- 
dence, however, points to one who was well versed 
in Hellenism and may have been a Jew, but most 
likely not Matthew the apostle, ®” 

The internal evidence may also point to a Gen- 
tile writer. Meier has noted that the final redactor 
of the Gospel may well have been a Gentile rather 
than a Jew. This does not discredit the view that an 
earlier form of the Gospel may be attributed either 
to Matthew or to a Jewish Christian, but Meier’s ar- 
guments are not easily dismissed. He reasons as fol- 
lows: (1) The author is certainly well acquainted 
with the Jewish perspective, but unlike Paul, who 
was a religious zealot who converted to the Chris- 
tian faith and wanted his fellow countrymen to 
convert to the same faith, Matthew denounces the 
Jewish nation and claims that it accepted the blood 
of Jesus on itself and its children (Matt 27:25). In- 
stead of the religious leaders inciting the crowd, in 
Matthew it is “the people as a whole” who de- 
nounce Jesus. (2) If the writer was a Jew, he made 
a blunder in interpreting a Jewish document (Zech 
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9:9) when he had Jesus riding into Jerusalem on 
two donkeys (Matt 21:2, 7; cf. the same story with 
Mark 11:1-7; Luke 19:29-35; John 12:14~15).** This 
is hardly understandable if it comes from a well-ed- 
ucated and intelligent Jew. (3) Matthew did not un- 
derstand the Jewish situation before A.D. 70, in 
particular the beliefs of the Sadducees. For ex- 
ample, Matt 16:11-12 on Jesus’ warnings about the 
leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees shows the 
author’s ignorance of the teaching of the Saddu- 
cees, which could in no way be confused with that 
of the Pharisees. By contrast, Mark 8:14—21 says 
that Jesus warned his disciples against the leaven 
of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod, without 
reference to Sadducees. Again, this observation 
does not preclude that the original Gospel was 
written by a Jewish Christian but only argues that 
the final redactor/editor of the work was likely a 
Gentile. (4) Mark uses far more Semitisms (Greek 
words with a Semitic. origin) and Semitic words 
than Matthew, who drops many of the Semitisms 
_ in Mark and improves the Semitic Greek of Mark 
into more acceptable Greek. This suggests to Meier 
that Matthew is a Gentile Christian who has con- 
siderable appreciation for the Jewish-Christian tra- 
ditions of his Antiochene church.®? 

Davies and Allison, offering a detailed discus- 
sion of the Gospel author’s awareness of the issues 
of Judaism in his own day and before and of his 
knowledge of the Hebrew language, point out that 
there are many Semitisms in Matthew as well as in 
Mark, and many Jewish features in the special ma- 
terial peculiar to Matthew (M).2 They conclude 
that the author was a Jewish Christian familiar 
with the Hellenistic world but whose Greek, though 
better than Mark’s, was still far from the quality 
found in other treatises produced in Greek by Jew- 
ish authors whose native tongue was Aramaic 
(e.g., Josephus, who was a contemporary of the au- 
thor of Matthew’s Gospel). Meier, on the other 
hand, contends that the author was a Gentile from 
the church in Antioch of Syria and was trying to 
address a mixed community of both Christian Jews 
and Gentiles. 

It is possible that Matthew the apostle may 
have composed some of the sayings in the Gospel 
that bears his name, but the Gospel of Matthew 
contains much more than simply sayings (logia) of 
Jesus, as the Papias tradition suggests: there is also 
a great deal of narrative material as well. The later 
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church fathers assumed without question that 
Matthew, who collected the sayings and who also 
was a disciple of Jesus, must have been the first 
evangelist to write. F. C. Grant says that one of the 
oversights of the later church fathers was that they 
forgot that Papias, as quoted by Eusebius, discusses 
Mark before he discusses Matthew, which may well 
be an early suggestion of Markan priority.” It does 
not therefore seem likely that the Gospel of Mat- 
thew, as we now have it, was the product of the 
Apostle Matthew. It is possible, however, that Mat- 
thew, the disciple of Jesus, could have produced a 
list of Scriptures that Jesus had fulfilled, together 
with a record of the sayings or teachings of Jesus, 
and that these, with Matthew’s interpretation of 
them, could have been incorporated into the Gos- 
pel that now bears his name. Could it be that Mat- 
thew also composed the Q material in Hebrew or 
Aramaic and that a later form of it in Greek was 
taken up into the Gospel itself? T. W. Manson and 
many others have urged this position, and Davies 
and Allison suggest that it is possible.” 

Perhaps all that can be said about the author of 
this Gospel is that he was a Jewish Christian, seem- 
ingly more familiar than the other evangelists with 
the geography of Palestine, and possibly, on this 
basis, a teacher in the church. Because of the over- 
lapping of Judaism and Christianity in Matthew, it 
is likely that the Gospel was written to a Christian 
community that was experiencing tension between 
the two. 


C. Date, Location, and Occasion 


There is no way to date the Gospel of Matthew 
with any precision, but there are parameters. Mat- 
thew’s date is determined broadly by its use of 
Mark (it therefore could not have been written be- 
fore A.D. 60-70), by the possible references to it in 
the book of Revelation (not later than A.D. 90-100), 
and by allusions to it in Did. 8 (ca. A.D. 75-90) and 
the letters of Ignatius (ca. A.D. 110-115; see Smyrn. 
1.1; Pol. 2.2; Eph. 19.2). From the internal allusions 
to the destruction of Jerusalem in Matt 22:7 (cf. 
21:41; 27:25), a likely date is A.D. 80-90, but this 
cannot be suggested with any finality. It seems rea- 
sonable not to date Matthew much before the early 
80s because Matt 24 mentions many “signs” of the 
“end of the age,” which his readers may have felt 
they were experiencing during the reign of Domitian. 
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These references could have been an encourage- 
ment and a means of strengthening the many Jew- 
ish Christians who had survived the destruction of 
Jerusalem and moved to a safer community (Antioch 
of Syria) in the midst of continued threats to their 
security and to that of the Gentile Christians in the 
time that followed. J. A. T. Robinson claims that no 
literature of the NT was written after A.D. 70, be- 
cause there are no clear references to the destruc- 
tion of the temple and Jerusalem—events that 
had an enormous impact on the early Christian 
community—in the NT, including the Gospel of 
Matthew.”? Few scholars have, however, accepted 
his conclusions. 

Since Matthew was produced in Greek, it is less 
likely that it would have been produced in Judea or 
anywhere in Palestine. The lack of knowledge of 
the teaching of the Sadducees (see Meier’s argu- 
ment above) also suggests a place outside Pales- 
tine. The Gospel is obviously Jewish in much of its 
focus, yet it has an attitude of openness to a Gentile 
mission (Matt 28:19-20). This suggests that the 
Matthean community had a large Jewish-Christian 
population but was open to Gentiles coming to 
faith in Jesus without the requirements of the law 
and its traditions (21:33-46). This community could 
have been in one of the Decapolis cities in Pales- 
tine, where both Greek and Aramaic were spoken 
and there was a considerable understanding of the 
Jewish traditions. Ladd suggests as a possible loca- 
tion for its composition Syria, where there was a 
significantly mixed community of both Jewish and 
Gentile believers.* Filson believes that the Gospel 
suggests that it was written by a Jewish Christian 
somewhere in Syria (maybe Antioch), but also pos- 
sibly in Phoenicia or even Palestine.”> Antioch of 
Syria is one of the most familiar Gentile cities of the 
NT; it had a large number of Hellenized Jewish 
Christians, but the community was also open to ac- 
cepting Gentiles into its fellowship without the re- 
quirement of circumcision and other Jewish tradi- 
tions. In support of Antioch as the provenance of 
the Gospel and the center of hellenized Jewish 
Christianity is the fact that this Gospel alone was 
used in early Jewish Christianity up until the early 
fourth century A.D. The first clear references to 
Matthew’s Gospel also come from Ignatius, the 
bishop of this community, about thirty years after 
its composition. Despite this evidence, we simply 


cannot be certain of the precise date or the location 
of the writing of Matthew. 

We know, however, that the Judaisms that re- 
mained after the destruction of Jerusalem were 
vying for direction, survival, and the clarity of their 
mission. The primary sect of Judaism surviving the 
catastrophe of the 70s was led by the Scribes and 
the Pharisees and eventuated in the rabbinic Juda- 
ism of the second century and following. Matthew 
seems to write in this context to let his community 
(a large Jewish-Christian and Gentile-Christian 
community) know that their faith was in harmony 
with the Jewish traditions and Scriptures from 
which they had emerged and that they inherited 
(21:43) when the Christian Jews were separated 
from the synagogue. It is difficult to imagine that 
the comments found in Matt 6:1-5, 10:16-18, and 
23:6-10, 34 could be said while the community of 
Matthew was still connected to the synagogue. The 
departure of these Christians from the synagogues 
was evidently under less than pleasant circum- 
stances and even with hostility (see ch. 7, sec. 4, 
above). Some scholars have asked whether the au- 
thor of Matthew was a Gentile, because of the 
strongly negative language against the Jewish 
leaders and, eventually, against the whole nation 
(21:41-43; 22:7); this language contrasts signifi- 
cantly with that of Paul, who, though abused by 
his fellow countrymen (1 Thess 2:13-16), desired 
their conversion (Rom 9:]—5; 10:1—4; 11:1-5, 23-27). 
The context had changed considerably by the end 
of the first century, and many no longer saw the 
conversion of Israel as viable. This language, how- 
ever, is not anti-Semitic but, rather, anti-Judaic. As 
Harrington points out, by the end of the first cen- 
tury, the Christians believed that there were three 
classes of people—Jews, Gentiles, and Christians. 
What Matthew apparently opposed was the surviv- 
ing Judaism that did not accept Jesus as the prom- 
ised Messiah, together with those who led its op- 
position to Christianity. When Jews were converted 
to Christ, they were no longer considered Jews (see 
ch. 7, sec. 4, above). Harrington is correct in con- 
cluding that Matthew and his fellow Jewish Chris- 
tians “still considered themselves Jews and sought 
to show that their identity as followers of Jesus was 
compatible with their Jewish heritage. Matthew 
and his church still lived within the framework of 
Judaism.””° 
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D. Basic Characteristics and Message 


Like Mark, Matthew wrote his Gospel to set 
forth his own understanding of the life and mean- 
ing of Jesus for those living in his own day, rather 
than merely try to set forth a historical record for 
subsequent generations. The understanding of 
Jesus in Matthew stands in continuity with expec- 
tation of the coming Christ, who would free Israel 
from its bondage and establish the kingdom of God. 
This concept of royalty is also seen in the birth nar- 
ratives, in which royalty (the magi) come to see 
Jesus in a house and offer gifts fit for a king (see ch. 
5, sec. 2, above). The kingship of Jesus is asserted 
not only in the genealogy and birth story but also 
in Herod's fear that a successor might replace him 
as king of Israel. Joseph and Mary flee to Egypt to 
fulfill the prophecy in Hosea, originally about Is- 
rael, that out of Egypt God would call his son. The 
Son of God motif, also quite pronounced in Mat- 
thew, speaks of Jesus’ unique and special relation- 
ship with the heavenly Father. Matthew’s under- 
standing of Jesus’ identity and activity provides a 
high Christology for his readers and is one of the 
central themes of his Gospel. He begins in 1:1-17, 
stating openly the identity of Jesus as the Messiah 
(Christ) who is also the son of David and, conse- 
quently, the legitimate heir to the throne of David. 
At times, “son of David” appears to be another 
term for the long-awaited Messiah in Matthew 
(9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30-31; 21:9, 15; notice in the 
latter instances that the chief priests and scribes 
were angry because the crowds used this title in 
reference to Jesus). In several places in Matthew, 
Jesus is acknowledged to be the expected Messiah 
of Israel (1:1, 16, 17, 18; 11:2; 16:16-20; 22:42-45; Je- 
sus’ self-designation in 23:10). He is also acknowl- 
edged or recognized as the Son of God (4:2-6 and 
8:29 by Satan and demoniacs; 14:33 by his disciples 
after Jesus calmed the storm). By far the two most 
common designations for Jesus in Matthew, how- 
ever, are Son of Man and Lord. The former is the 
favorite term of Jesus for himself. Although in a few 
cases it may be only a reference to his humanity, 
the preponderance of its use is as a divine title that 
speaks of more than a human being (9:1; 12:8; 
13:37-41; even 26:24 has this flavor of one about 
whom the Scriptures speak), and many instances 
refer to the apocalyptic one who will come at the 
end of the ages to establish God’s kingdom (10:23; 
16:27-28; 17:9; 19:28; 24:27, 30, 37-39, 44; 25:31; 
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26:64). Along with these titles, Matthew's use of 
“Lord” in reference to Jesus may be nothing more 
than “sir” in many places, but several of the in- 
stances may also betray the later church’s most 
common title for Jesus after his resurrection—Lord, 
in the sense of his divine nature. This is often appar- 
ent where there is a combination of the title with 
other messianic terms such as “son of David” but 
also in other places (cf. 3:3; 7:21-22; 8:1, 5, 8, 21, 25; 
9:28; 12:1; 14:28-30; 15:22, 25-27; 16:22; 17:4, 15; 
18:21; 21:3, 9; 22:43; 23:39; 24:42). When these ti- 
tles are combined with the opening comments to 
Joseph about who Jesus is, namely, “God is with 
us” (1:23), and with the closing of the Gospel, when 
Jesus says that he is “with you always, to the end 
of the age” (28:20), there is little doubt about who 
Matthew thinks Jesus is. He is the presence of God 
among humanity. This is a very high Christology 
even at the end of the first century (A.D. 80-90), 
when Matthew probably wrote. 

Matthew is also interested in the continuity of 
ancient Judaism and its sacred Scriptures with the 
activity of Jesus and his followers. More than any 
other evangelist, he emphasizes the prophecy-and- 
fulfillment motif and seeks to show that, from Je- 
sus’ birth to his betrayal, the Scriptures had fore- 
seen the story of Jesus. Jesus was also the one who 
most clearly understood the Law, came to fulfill its 
essential meaning (5:17) and all of the antitheses of 
5:21-48, and was its most capable interpreter 
(12:1-8).9” Those who follow Jesus, Matthew says, 
are also connected to a long-standing Jewish tradi- 
tion, which has been turned over to the Christians 
because of the faithlessness of the leaders of Israel 
(21:33-46, esp. vv. 43-46). In the parable of the 
Vineyard, the vineyard is Israel (Isa 5:1-7), and the 
murdered son is Jesus, but the new tenants are the 
Christians (followers of Jesus), who are made up of 
Jews and Gentiles (28:19-20). 

Matthew also has a significant interest in the 
theme of righteousness. Throughout his Gospel, 
Matthew expresses Jesus’ interest in ethical behav- 
ior, which conforms to the will of God in Scripture. 
For example, he emphasizes in 5:20 that the righ- 
teousness of the followers of Jesus must exceed that 
of the scribes and the Pharisees. He urges the fol- 
lowers of Jesus to a higher ethical standard than 
that of the larger group from which they have sep- 
arated.”® This theme is especially prominent in the 
Sermon on the Mount in chs. 5-7. What is surprising 
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is that Mark never uses the noun “righteousness” 
and Luke only uses it once (Luke 1:75), but Mat- 
thew uses it seven times to refer to God’s ethical de- 
mands of disciples (see Matt 5:6, 10, 20; 6:1, 33; by 
inference in 5:16, where “good works” is equivalent 
to “righteousness”).” It is probable that Matthew 
introduces this motif into the story of Jesus in order 
to deal with a particular problem in the commu- 
nity of faith for which he wrote, namely, the prob- 
lem of unethical behavior especially among the 
new Gentile converts to his church. This is not to 
say that Jesus did not teach about ethical behavior 
but, rather, that Matthew probably heightened this 
teaching, stressing those aspects most relevant to 
his situation (Sitz im Leben). As stated, Meier claims 
that the Gospel of Matthew originated in Antioch, 
which had many Christian Jews but also a large 
number of Gentile Christians with little back- 
ground in ethical behavior!” Their conduct may 
stand behind the inclusion of much of the material 
on morality and ethical behavior. For Matthew, 
ethical behavior entails the keeping of the law. In 
5:17, Matthew’s perspective is that Jesus did not 
come to destroy or abandon the law but to fulfill it. 
In 5:18-19, Matthew has in mind that all Christians 
should obey the law, even exceeding others (scribes 
and Pharisees) in their obedience to it. 

Two other important themes in Matthew, disci- 
pleship and church, need some comment. Harring- 
ton has observed that whereas in Mark the disciples 
frequently misunderstand Jesus, in Matthew they 
generally understand and serve as models for the 
Matthean community (see 13:52; 16:12; but also 
6:30; 8:26; 14:31; 16:8, 17-19; 17:20). Indeed, the 
disciples share in the power of the risen Lord and 
faithfully convey the teaching of Jesus; all who fol- 
low Jesus are to be taught how to become disciples 
(28:19-20).1° This is, in fact, the church's mission 
in the world, to make disciples. The church also is 
a special theme in Matthew, the only Gospel that 
uses the word “church” (16:18; 18:17). Israel, by 
participating in the death of Jesus (27:25), has re- 
jected its place in the coming kingdom, and it has 
been transferred to the church (21:43). There is no 
reference in Matthew to how the church should be 
ordered or organized, but some of its early leaders 
were prophets (10:40—-41), wise men and scribes 
(13:52; 23:34), with Peter as the foundational leader 
(16:18-19) and the power of Jesus as his strength 
to lead it. Members of this church are also con- 


cerned with matters of discipline, the goal being 
reconciliation, but they also are invested with the 
same authority given to Peter to excommunicate if 
discipline is not accepted (18:15-18),102 


E. Historical Reliability 


The reliability of Matthew’s witness to the Jesus 
tradition is more important than the question of 
authorship or the time of the Gospel's composition, 
though these are not insignificant. This question 
can only be settled by a careful look at the sources 
Matthew has employed in writing his Gospel. We 
have already argued that the Gospel was composed 
by an author who used as his primary sources the 
Gospel of Mark, Q, and possibly also a list of OT 
Scriptures that he believed Jesus fulfilled —M—which 
may have originated with Matthew himself or even 
with Jesus (see Luke 24:44—48, where Jesus reveals 
himself to the disciples from the OT Scriptures). The 
last of these sources, M, could have been written as 
early as A.D. 50 or a decade or two later, and it may 
have circulated in oral form for years before its in- 
corporation into Matthew’s Gospel.13 If so, then 
Matthew relied heavily on early traditions circulat- 
ing in the primitive churches and is therefore wor- 
thy of serious consideration in establishing the story 
of Jesus. 


F. Outline of the Gospel of Matthew 


Ancestry and birth (1:1-2:23) 

Baptism and temptation (3:1—4:11) 
Initiation of Galilean ministry and call of the 
disciples (4:12—25) 

Message of the kingdom in Jesus’ Galilean 
ministry (5:1-16:20) 

Journey to Jerusalem and passion predic- 
tions (16:21—20:34) 

Ministry in Jerusalem: the last week 
(21:1-25:46) 

Passion and resurrection (26:1—28:15) 
Epilogue for the future (28:16—20) 


6. THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 
A. Introduction 


For more than a century NT scholarship has 
tended to ignore the Gospel of John as a valid 
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source for the life and ministry of Jesus. This was 
due not only to the vast differences between John’s 
Gospel and the three Synoptic Gospels but also to 
the widely held view that John’s Gospel reflected 
more concern for theological than for historical in- 
terests and had stronger Hellenistic and gnostic 
tendencies than were believed present in the histor- 
ical context of Jesus in the early first century.104 
Rather than interpreting this Gospel in a strictly 
Hellenistic context, scholars are now interpreting it 
in terms of its first-century Jewish background, 
which was also influenced by Hellenism. 

There are many perplexing questions about 
this Gospel, including its authorship, date, prove- 
nance, theological stance, historical value, and the 
relationships between John and the Synoptic Gos- 
pels. The only consensus is that it is one of the 
most perplexing and intriguing books of the NT, al- 
though in recent years there has been a resurgence 
of interest in its reliability as a source for the histor- 
ical picture of Jesus. Although most scholars con- 
tinue to be cautious about their use of John, some 
maintain that there is more reliable history in John 
than was believed a generation ago. 


B. Distinctive Features 


Some ninety-two percent of John’s Gospel is 
unique in comparison with the Synoptics. These 
differences have led some scholars to ask if John’s 
Gospel comes from the same literary genre as the 
Synoptics. John has many peculiarities in vocabu- 
lary and style, a number of which are worth re- 
counting. John has the only examples of a double 
“amen” on the lips of Jesus (1:51; 10:1; 12:24) and 
frequently has Jesus use the “I am” formula (6:35, 
41, 48, 51; 8:12, 24-28, 58; 9:5; 15:5; etc.) to speak of 
his special relationship with God or his mission. 
Unlike the Synoptic Gospels, John seldom uses the 
terms “kingdom” (of God or of heaven), “Saddu- 
cees,” “scribes,” “forgive,” “demons,” and “tax col- 
lectors.”!°5 In the Synoptics there are few long 
discourses by Jesus (Matt 5-7, e.g., is made up of 
short sayings, some of which are complete in them- 
selves), but in John there are several long dis- 
courses, which are sometimes repetitious (see John 
14-16). Some terms are found far more frequently 
in John than in the Synoptics combined, for ex- 
ample, “love” (the verb ayamdw, agapad), “truth,” “I 
am,” “life,” “Jews,” “world,” “witness,” “remain,” 
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and “father.”!°° Without question, however, the 
most distinctive features of John’s Gospel are his 
high Christology, which acknowledges the divinity 
of Jesus during his ministry, and his emphasis on 
present eternal life that comes from God through 
Jesus the Christ. 


C. John and the Synoptics 


John is dramatically different in tone and sub- 
stance from the first three canonical Gospels. As 
mentioned, John and the Synoptics overlap in only 
about 8 percent of the material found in the Synop- 
tics, including the basic broad outline of Jesus’ 
ministry and death. A careful reading of John 
shows many striking differences from the Synoptic 
Gospels, differences that include a willingness to 
use more laudatory and postresurrection designa- 
tions for Jesus during his lifetime than do the Syn- 
optics (Word, Lord, Son of God, Lamb of God, etc.). 
Bultmann has argued that one of the most impor- 
tant differences between John and the Synoptics is 
that the faith and the general picture of the earliest 
church—that is, its Sitz im Leben, or social set- 
ting—can be detected in the Synoptics but not in 
John. He explains that “while in the synoptics the 
vicissitudes, the problems, and the faith of the ear- 
liest church are reflected, scarcely anything of the 
sort can any longer be discovered in John.”2°7 Be- 
sides this, we also see that John has a different 
chronology of events from that found in the Synop- 
tics and he makes the length of Jesus’ ministry 
about three years rather than the one or two years 
implied in the Synoptics.1 It is also apparent that 
the scene of most of Jesus’ activity is shifted in John 
from Galilee to Judea, especially Jerusalem. 

These differences notwithstanding, scholars have 
seen for years that the most noticeable differences 
between John and the Synoptics concern the con- 
tent and form of Jesus’ teaching: 


The parables, similes, and short prophetic utterances 
are gone, and in their place we find long discourses 
on recurring themes. These are not the familiar 
themes of the Synoptic Gospels: the kingdom of God, 
righteousness, repentance, forgiveness, and so forth. 
Rather they are themes of eternal life, light, truth, 
blindness, darkness, sight, and glory. John prefers 
symbolical language, and he gives words and events 
double meaning. In two series of sayings, one intro- 
duced by the words “I am,” and the other by the words 
“Verily, verily, I say unto you,” Jesus makes striking 
pronouncements about himself and his mission. He 
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explicitly affirms his divine Sonship in terms that 
never occur in the Synoptic Gospels. 


Other considerable differences between John 
and the Synoptics lead us to ask important ques- 
tions. Why, for instance, would John not mention 
that Jesus was baptized by John, or omit that Jesus 
was tempted in the wilderness, or fail to include the 
parables of Jesus, especially when he records sev- 
eral extended discourses by him? Why is the 
cleansing of the temple early in John’s Gospel 
(2:13—21) but late in the Synoptics, where it is in- 
troduced as a factor in Jesus’ arrest and trial? Fur- 
ther, why does John not specifically say that Jesus 
experienced a transfiguration of which he was a 
witness according to the Synoptics, or that he insti- 
tuted the Lord’s Supper? In John, why are “signs” 
(e.g., 2:11; 4:54; 9:16; 10:41; 11:47; 12:18, 37; 20:30) 
indicators of the identity of Jesus, unlike in the 
Synoptics, where the signs or wonders are indica- 
tors of the arrival of the reign of God that Jesus an- 
nounced?! Most important, why do Mark and 
John appear to disagree on the key factor that led 
to Jesus’ arrest (compare Mark 11:18 with John 
11:53)214 

All of these factors raise the question whether 
John knew of the other Gospels and, if so, whether 
he rejected them or tried to correct, modify, or in- 
terpret their presentation of Jesus. This continues 
to be a matter of debate. John’s high Christology 
suggests that he wrote later than the other canoni- 
cal Gospels, that he depended upon them, espe- 
cially Mark, and that he wrote to correct the picture 
Mark presented. Martin Hengel, for instance, in- 
sists that John knew and presupposed the Synoptic 
Gospels, making use of Mark and Luke while largely 
ignoring Matthew, when he set out to write a more 
accurate Gospel.'43 Barrett argues cogently that 
John was familiar with Mark and, to a lesser extent, 
also with Luke. He believes that the Johannine pas- 
sion story is an edited version of Mark’s Gospel into 
which John introduced fresh material.'* smith 
claims that the scholarly consensus about John’s 
independence from the Synoptics can only be con- 
fined to the origin of the Johannine tradition or the 
original Gospel and cannot be uniformly applied to 
the Gospel in its present canonical form. He ob- 
serves that both Bultmann and Brown in their re- 
spective commentaries on John (see the bibliography 
at the end of this chapter) argued that “evidence in 
the Gospel of John of knowledge of the Synoptics 


[is] at a late, redactional stage. Neither ascribed 
that knowledge to the evangelist himself but rather 
to a later and final redactor.”!!5 Smith notes that at 
the beginning of this century scholars assumed 
John’s knowledge of the Synoptics but from around 
1955-1980 they began to argue that John was both 
ignorant and independent of the Synoptics. Smith 
concludes that “we have now reached a point at 
which neither assumption is safe, that is, neither 
can be taken for granted. Any exegete must argue 
the case afresh on its merits. ... Apart from its an- 
cient canonical setting, John’s independence is ob- 
vious enough. The problem is how to understand 
and articulate it.”126 

The similarities between John and the Synop- 
tics are considerably fewer than, and not as strik- 
ing as, those between the Synoptics, but they also 
present a complex puzzle to interpreters of John. 
John, for example, agrees chronologically with the 
Synoptics in the broad outline of Jesus’ life and 
ministry, including his coming to John the Baptist 
while he was baptizing (John 1:29-34), the begin- 
ning of his ministry in Galilee (1:43-2:1), having a 
last supper with his disciples, and his arrest, cruci- 
fixion, burial, and resurrection. Some of this may 
have been simply a common tradition that circu- 
lated among the churches, was incorporated by all 
of the evangelists, and included the broad outline 
of the ministry of Jesus. In addition, John and Luke 
agree on the general location of Jesus’ resurrection 
appearances (Jerusalem), the number of angels at 
Jesus’ tomb (two), and that Jesus ascended to the 
Father, albeit in a somewhat different sequence. 
Harrison notes that at least three other very impor- 
tant similarities are found in all four evangelists, 
namely, the aim of producing Jesus’ self-testimony 
as the Son of God and the Son of Man, the presen- 
tation of the passion story, and the importance 
given to the Gentiles.” 

Smith, following B. H. Streeter, agrees that 
there are six striking verbatim agreements between 
John and Mark (Mark 6:37 = John 6:7; Mark 14:3, 5 
= John 12:3, 5; Mark 14:42 = John 14:31; Mark 
14:54 = John 18:18; Mark 15:9 = John 18:39; Mark 
2:11-12 = John 5:8-9). Smith also observes that 
when John agrees with the Synoptics, he also tends 
to agree with Mark’s order.!'® Barrett concludes 
from this evidence that “where Mark and John 
agree closely together, as occasionally they do, there 
is no simpler or better hypothesis than that John 
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drew his material from Mark, not in slavish imita- 
tion, but with the frequent recollections which a 
well-known and authoritative source would in- 
spire.”"!? On the other hand, knowing Mark as a 
source and using it as such are two different things. 
Whether or not John used the Synoptics as sources, 
did he at least have them in mind as he produced 
his Gospel? The evidence is not strong enough to 
conclude with certainty. !?° 


D. Authorship and Date 


The external testimony for the authorship of 
the fourth Gospel is mixed, but predominantly in 
favor of John the apostle and son of Zebedee. For 
example, Theophilus of Antioch (ca. 180) quotes 
from the fourth Gospel, calling it Scripture, and as- 
cribes it to John the apostle, who published the 
work from Ephesus (Autol. 2.2). Irenaeus (Haer. 
3.1.1) also agrees that John was the “beloved dis- 
ciple” (“the disciple whom Jesus loved”; see John 
13:23-26; 19:25-27; 20:2; 21:7, 20, 23, 24) or the 
“other disciple” (18:15-16; 20:3-4). From the third 
century onward, starting with Origen, no one 
seems to have doubted that John the apostle was 
the beloved disciple who also wrote the fourth Gos- 
pel. (The first commentary on John was written by 
the Valentinian gnostic teacher Heracleon [ca. 160], 
but it is not certain that he attributed it to John the 
apostle.) 

Some of the external traditions, however, are 
not favorable to Johannine authorship of the fourth 
Gospel. The Alogi, a second-century Christian 
group in Asia Minor who rejected the divinity of 
Christ, attributed the Gospel of John to Cerinthus, a 
gnostic writer who they also said wrote the book of 
Revelation. Their rejection of Jesus as the divine 
Word (Adyos, logos) earned for them the name 
Alogi, perhaps first attributed to them by Epiphanius 
(Pan, 51). The Alogi’s rejection of Johannine au- 
thorship of the Gospel may have been for theologi- 
cal rather than historical reasons, since Jesus’ di- 
vinity, origins, and relationship to God are affirmed 
in the Gospel. Their rejection of John as the author, 
however, is supported by the lack of any reference 
to John by Ignatius (ca. A.D. 115) in his letter to the 
Ephesians in the early second century. Since he 
mentioned Paul’s connection with them, it is 
strange that John was not mentioned, especially if 
the tradition that he lived and died there is true. 
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Since John lived there longer and more recently 
than Paul, if the tradition is correct, one would ex- 
pect some word from Ignatius on John, but there is 
none. Also, a contemporary of Ignatius, Polycarp, 
who died ca. A.D. 155 and lived in the nearby city of 
Smyrna, never quotes the Gospel of John even 
though he quotes 1 John, and he says nothing of 
John in Ephesus. Further, Justin Martyr, who speaks 
of the “memoirs of the Apostles” (the canonical 
Gospels), never attributes the fourth Gospel to John 
or even mentions John in connection with a Gos- 
pel. Whether much can be made from these “argu-: 
ments from silence” is debatable, but the external 
evidence that attributes the Gospel to John the 
apostle comes from the latter part of the second 
century and is not overwhelming. 

From an internal perspective, the author does 
not identify himself as John the son of Zebedee. It 
has been argued, however, that the Gospel points 
in that direction, since internally it is attributed to 
the disciple whom Jesus loved, who is also the 
“other disciple” (see John 20:2), in 19:35 and 21:24, 
The problem here is the identity of this beloved dis- 
ciple. His name is nowhere given in the Gospel it- 
self, unless that person is Lazarus (11:3). It is also 
possible that John was martyred quite early, as one 
may surmise from Mark 10:38-39. Could he have 
been put to death with James in Acts 12:2, since he 
is not mentioned by name after that (the situation 
in Gal 2:7-10 probably predates the Acts 12 situa- 
tion, but not necessarily)? Whether in fact John, 
the son of Zebedee and disciple of Jesus, wrote this 
Gospel cannot be settled here. Few scholars today 
believe that the work represents that of an eyewit- 
ness, even though this has the testimony of respon- 
sible teachers of the late second century. !22 The 
evidence, however, is not telling enough for one to 
be certain. It remains a possibility that John the 
apostle wrote this Gospel, but it also remains a 
strong possibility that he did not and that the work 
was written instead by a disciple of John or by John 
the elder (cf. 2 John 1; 3 John 1). Most scholars 
today recognize that the vocabulary, style of writ- 
ing, and even the theology of the three epistles at- 
tributed to John are very similar to that of the 
author of the fourth Gospel. Since the author of 2 
and 3 John calls himself an elder (mpeoBitepos, 
presbyteros) in the opening verse of each letter, it is 
possible that the author of the fourth Gospel and 1 
John was an elder and not an apostle. It is especially 
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doubtful whether an apostle would prefer to call 
himself an elder over the more prestigious title of 
apostle (2 John 1; John i) Hengel discusses the 
frequency of the name John in the ancient Jewish 
world and notes that there were many people with 
this name, not just John the son of Zebedee. He 
posits that the John who wrote the Gospel was 
John the elder, who was likely a contemporary 
with Jesus and the apostles and who in his later 
years was highly regarded as “the disciple whom 
Jesus loved” by the community he addressed in 
Asia Minor. Only later did the church identify him 
as the son of Zebedee.!2* The John who authored 
the Apocalypse (the book of Revelation) does not 
identify himself as an apostle. Since the vocabulary 
and style of that book are so different from the 
other Johannine literature, it is unlikely that John 
the apostle wrote it—or at least that the author of 
the Gospel was the author of Revelation—and prob- 
ably best to say that many had the name of John in 
the early church. 

Kee notes that in order for John the apostle to 
be seriously considered as the author of the Gospel 
that bears his name, several assumptions must be 
true: “that a certain John the Elder who was in res- 
idence in Ephesus in Asia Minor in the first quarter 
of the second century is identical with John the son 
of Zebedee . . . that John the disciple is the same as 
the beloved disciple mentioned in the last third of 
John . . . that the disciple wrote the gospel we now 
call by the name of John.” He goes on to say that 
all three of these assumptions are unlikely and that 
the late-second-century claims about the author- 
ship of the Gospel tell us more about the value the 
Christians of that time attached to apostolicity 
than about the author of John.!° Solving the prob- 
lem of authorship does not appear to be a possibil- 
ity for biblical scholars today. Although most deny 
that the Gospel was written by John the apostle, 
there is no agreement on who its author might 
have been. 

As for the date of the Gospel’s composition, the 
most commonly accepted view among scholars today 
is that it was written sometime during the last de- 
cade of the first century. The earliest evidence of its 
use in the church comes from Egypt, where prob- 
ably the earliest biblical papyrus fragment was found. 
Now housed in the John Rylands Library of the 
University of Manchester, England, this fragment 
(P.Ryl. Greek 457, also known as p>), which con- 


tains parts of John 20, gives further evidence that 
John’s Gospel was written sometime in the last de- 
cade of the first century. The Gospel was known in 
gnostic circles by no later than A.D. 130. Although 
it is still possible that John was written in or near 
Ephesus near the end of the first century, it also 
could have been written somewhere in Palestine, 
since the Hellenistic flavor found in the Gospel has 
also been found in some of the Essene writings 
from Qumran.!”° Antioch of Syria was suggested as 
an alternative location for its writing by the early- 
fourth-century church father Ephraem the Syrian, 
who in the Armenian version of his commentary 
on Tatian’s Diatessaron claimed that “John [pre- 
sumably the apostle] wrote that [Gospel] in Greek 
at Antioch, for he remained in the country until 
the time of Trajan [ca. 10) idl It has also been as- 
serted that it was written in Alexandria, because of 
the heavy reliance on it by the gnostics of Alexan- 
dria in the second century and because of the com- 
mentary on John by Heracleon of Alexandria. For 
the most part, however, by the third century most 
early Christian writers attributed the fourth Gospel 
to John the apostle, who wrote it in or near 
Ephesus.!28 Although there is no consensus on ei- 
ther the authorship or the origins of the fourth 
Gospel, most scholars today agree that it was writ- 
ten in the last decade of the first century. 

For some time it has been common to speak of 
the Gospel of John as the “Greek” or “Hellenistic” 
Gospel that reflected the Hellenistic and even gnos- 
tic tendencies of some second-century Christians. It 
played no major role in Christian gnostic circles, 
however, before Valentinus (ca. A.D. 140-150). 
While subsequent gnostic communities within the 
Valentinian school (those of his followers, such as 
Theodotus, Ptolemaeus, Heracleon, Florinus, and 
Marcus) made full use of this Gospel, probably be- 
cause of its dualism (e.g., light and dark) and pres- 
ent (instead of future) eschatology, it is not clear 
that the many themes of later Gnosticism are found 
in John. Indeed, a strong argument can be made to 
the contrary.!?? 

In recent studies of the Essene community at 
Qumran, scholars have noted far more parallels 
there with John’s Gospel than with any of the other 
literature of the NT. Now it is not uncommon to 
hear such scholars as Charlesworth speak of John 
as “the gospel most clearly engaged with Judaism.” 
Although no one is arguing by this that the Gospel 
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of John has any direct connection with the Dead 
Sea Scrolls, several scholars suggest a “Palestinian 
origin and Jewish character of the Johannine tradi- 
tion. The Gospel of John is perhaps the most Jewish 
of the canonical gospels.” 2° The features that are 
considered most typical of gnostic dualism in the 
Gospel of John—the focus on ethical and eschato- 
logical dualism, the contrasts between light and 
darkness, and truth and falsehood—are more con- 
sistently parallel with the Dead Sea Scrolls than 
with the Philonic Judaism of Alexandria or the 
later gnostic (Mandaean) documents. Brown con- 
tends that “one can no longer insist that the ab- 
stract language spoken by Jesus in the Fourth 
Gospel must have been composed in the Greek 
world of the early second century Ap.”3! If a non- 
Palestinian origin of the fourth Gospel is main- 
tained, it was likely either Alexandria, where there 
was a large Essene population, or Ephesus, which 
may well have had an Essene community in the 
first century AD | 


E. Purpose and Historical Origins 


The purpose of John’s Gospel is clearly stated at 
the end, in 20:30-31, but is also illustrated through- 
out. Its readers are presented with the opportunity 
of having eternal life, or the light of God in their 
lives, through Jesus, who has a special relationship 
with the Father (e.g., John 1:4, 7-9; 3:15-21, 36; 
4:14, 36; 5:21-24; 6:40; 10:10; etc.). Unlike the Syn- 
optics, where the primary focus is on the coming 
kingdom of God, in John the future, with its gifts 
from God and the eternal life that it brings, is avail- 
able now (3:16—-18; 5:24; 10:10; 11:25-26). The giv- 
ing of the Spirit (7:39; 14:3; 16:7; 20:22-23) suggests 
the realization of the future in present experience. 
On the other hand, the future is not totally realized 
now and a final eschaton still awaits those who be- 
lieve in Jesus (5:25). It may be that the author of 
John wanted to correct a heavy emphasis on the 
future that lacked the needed concern for the pres- 
ent. It is easy to see how a time of many crises, 
such as that occurring at the end of the first cen- 
tury in Asia Minor during the Domitianic persecu- 
tion, may suggest when John was written, but this 
is not certain. 

More difficult to determine is the context in 
which this book was produced. Many suggestions 
have been put forward over the years, but none has 
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gained widespread approval. Interpreters of John 
have long recognized, however, that other con- 
cerns were pressing the community that John ad- 
dressed, among them the threat of persecution, the 
docetic heresy (see ch. 7, sec. 4, above), and con- 
flict over authority in the community. 

A current view that has received wide support 
claims that the Gospel was written to undergird a 
Christian community that had been recently ex- 
pelled from the Jewish synagogue. This is supported 
by three references to expulsion from the syna- 
gogue, in 9:22, 12:42, and 16:2. Do these references 
reflect the circumstance of the historical Jesus or of 
the author of John and his community? Could they 
reflect both, and could the author have included 
them to give encouragement and understanding to 
the community that he was addressing at a later 
time? Jesus’ high claims for his relationship with 
God, seen in such passages as 3:16, 5:18, 6:41-65, 
and especially 10:7-18, 22-34, may have contrib- 
uted to the community’s expulsion from the syna- 
gogue. These passages may have a veiled reference 
to a dialogue within the synagogue of the Johannine 
community before their exclusion over the identity 
of Jesus.!3? The fact that John uses the term “Jews” 
(IovSatot, Ioudaioi) more often than any other 
Gospel writer (66 or 67 times, compared to 16 in all 
the Synoptics combined), with several of these in 
pejorative contexts (9:18; 10:31; 18:12, 36-38; 19:12; 
etc.), lends credibility to this view. Kysar also men- 
tions that the superiority of the Christian to Juda- 
ism is expressed a number of times (1:18; 6:49-50, 
58; cf. 2:1-22) and gives further credence to the no- 
tion that John is writing from a polemical context 
in which Jewish Christians were being excluded 
from the synagogue. He posits that the most appro- 
priate context for this expulsion was the time fol- 
lowing the destruction of the temple in A.D. 70, 
when the dominant surviving Judaism that re- 
mained (Pharisaism) was seeking to establish its 
identity in light of that event.'34 


F. History and the Gospel of John 


There is little reason to doubt that the author 
of the Gospel of John believed that the events he 
narrated actually happened, and that the conclu- 
sions he drew about the identity of Jesus were cor- 
rect. Although he packs his narratives full of sym- 
bolical and theological meaning (e.g., Jesus’ words 
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to the woman at the well in Samaria in 4:10-14), 
there is nothing to suggest that he had little or no 
interest in the facticity of the events he presented 
in his Gospel (that is, Jesus had a Samaritan minis- 
try, even if John used theological symbols to tell 
that story [4:1-42]). The chronology of John is dif- 
ferent from that of the Synoptic Gospels, but it does 
not necessarily follow that John’s chronology is 
wrong. Although traditionally John has been ac- 
cepted as the “spiritual Gospel” (Clement of Alex- 
andria seems to have been the first to call it that; 
see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.14.7)—and that is cer- 
tainly a fair description of it—this does not mean 
that John, for the sake of spiritual teaching, neces- 
sarily invented the events he reports. Ladd has ob- 
served, for instance, that John contains one of the 
most meaningful historical references found in any 
of the Gospels: “The comment in John 6:15, lacking 
in the Synoptics, that after the miracle of the feed- 
ing of the five thousand the people wanted to force 
Jesus to assume the role of messianic King, is one of 
the soundest and most meaningful historical refer- 
ences in all four Gospels.” !35 

Scholars, nevertheless, have almost unani- 
mously preferred the historical witness of the 
Synoptics, led by Mark, over the Johannine ac- 
count of the story of Jesus. John as the spiritual 
Gospel, they believed, was uninterested in the ac- 
tual history of Jesus. More recently, however, 
and partly as a result of the findings of redaction 
criticism, a growing number of interpreters of the 
Synoptics have concluded that the Synoptics 
also, like John, were heavily influenced by theo- 
logical concerns. Kysar observes that scholars of 
the fourth Gospel now generally conclude that it 
is rooted in a primitive tradition in the early 
church, just like the Synoptics. In particular, he 
lists several features of John that are now consid- 
ered to be more historical than was earlier be- 
lieved: (1) the three-year length of Jesus’ ministry, 
(2) the focus—unique to John—on Jesus’ minis- 
try to the Samaritans in 4:1-42, and (3), in the 
discourses, words of Jesus that may be authentic, 
even if they are filtered through the Johannine 
community’s concerns. Kysar concludes that the 
value of John’s Gospel for understanding the his- 
torical Jesus, as with the other Gospels, must 
be “critically mined for what might be histori- 
cal, and each individual saying and each feature 
of every narrative must be evaluated. It may well 


be that something of the historical Jesus can be 
discerned amid the Johannine narratives and dis- 
courses.”"!36 

John may also preserve the older and more reli- 
able account of an earlier ministry of Jesus in and 
around Jerusalem that parallels the ministry of 
John the Baptist but is omitted in the Synoptic Gos- 
pels, except for a possible allusion to it in Matt 4:12. 
For this reason, there is more interest today in the 
sources that the author of John employed in pro- 
ducing his Gospel. He probably used a passion and 
resurrection narrative, a signs or miracle tradition, 
and possibly also a revelation discourse tradition as 
sources. Most scholars agree on at least this much, 
but some also find other sources in John. 

The lack of smooth transitions between sev- 
eral of the passages of John suggests that the 
final author of the Gospel used several sources 
yet remained loyal to these sources by not in- 
venting transitional phrases to smooth out his 
Gospel. For example, most agree that the sequence 
of chs. 5 and 6 probably should be reversed be- 
cause they show in a rather clumsy way that 
Jesus traveled to and from Jerusalem too much. 
Indeed, from the end of ch. 4 (4:43ff.) to the end 
of ch. 8, it is very difficult to bring together in a 
coherent sequence the travels of Jesus. This prob- 
lem may stem from a rather hurried assembly of 
the sources for John’s story of Jesus or from too 
many secondary hands in reshaping the Gospel. 
The same difficulty arises in ch. 20, which 
meshes the visit of Mary and the visit of the dis- 
ciples to the empty tomb. It has been suggested 
that the reason for the evidently disarranged text 
is that the author did not write it all at once and 
that when it was finally put together, the sepa- 
rate pieces of papyrus became disarranged before 
they were copied on a separate papyrus role, 
which was then made into a codex (or book 
form).°” Whatever its cause, many scholars today 
agree that the chapters are out of order and that 
an editing of the Gospel of John took place after 
its initial writing. They only disagree on the 
number of editors who participated in the final 
product and the number of sources that were 
used. Many also agree that the “appendix” in ch. 
21 (the Gospel concluded at 20:31) 8 is from an 
editor who wanted not only to bring the resurrec- 
tion appearances into harmony with the witness 
of Matthew and Mark but also to deal with Pe- 
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ter’s restitution and the tradition about the death 
of the “other disciple.” The original writer may 
have been an eyewitness, or at least purports to 
be, and in 19:35 this personal witness is empha- 
sized not only by the writer but also by a second- 
ary editor. It may be that all of 19:35 comes from 
that second hand. Kysar argues that there were 
at least four stages of development in the Gospel 
of John, }°9 but the arguments to support this 
have not been widely accepted. 

It is clear that John’s overall motivation for 
writing, however, was not so much his interest in 
simply recording the historical details of the life of 
Jesus, or even correcting the synoptic tradition, 
but, rather, in presenting the theological concerns 
that the story of Jesus addressed, concerns that 
were also pressing issues for his hearers at the time 
of his writing. He does not seem to be interested in 
setting forth the facts of Jesus’ life to the same ex- 
tent as Luke, or the other Gospel writers for that 
matter, but he is uniquely interested in the subject 
of eternal life and how this is to be found in Jesus. 
It should be stressed again, however, that even 
though his purpose seems throughout to be more 
theological than historical, there is no reason to 
suppose that the writer denied the historicity of the 
events he described. History does not yield to theo- 
logical interpretation in John but instead becomes 
a vehicle for conveying it. This is especially true in 
his account of the death of Jesus, which C. H. Dodd 
maintains is worthy of serious historical consider- 
ation. He believes that John’s passion narratives 
should be accepted as representing, like Mark's, a 
separate and important line of tradition, which 
may be inferior to Mark’s in some respects and su- 
perior in others. 14° 

The reliability of John as a historical source of 
information on the life and ministry of Jesus con- 
tinues to be debated, but it remains a strong possi- 
bility that much of the Johannine source material 
had early origins and even predated the writing of 
the other Gospels, as well as their sources. Al- 
though this is acknowledged as possible by many 
scholars today, few of them rely upon John’s Gos- 
pel. If current interest is any guide—and there has 
been an enormous amount of literature published 
on John in recent years—then future Gospel stud- 
ies may well give considerably more weight to John 
as a separate and possibly equal source of informa- 
tion for our historical understanding of Jesus. 
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G. Outline of the Gospel of John 


Prologue (1:1-18) 

Book of Signs (1:19~12:50) 
A. Jesus gathers his disciples, begins his 
ministry (1:19-4:54) 


1. Jesus acknowledged as Messiah, 
Son of God (1:19-51) 


2. The beginning of Jesus’ miracles 
(2:1-11) 


3. Early encounters in Jerusalem, Sa- 
maria, and Galilee (2:12-4:54) 


B. Disputes over Jesus’ identity (5:1-12:50) 


1. Healing and discourse in Jerusalem 
(5:1-47) 


2. Further signs and discourses in Gal- 
ilee (6:1-71) 


3. Jesus at the feast of Tabernacles 
(7:1-8:59) 


4. Further healing and teaching 
(9:1-10:42) 


5. Death and resurrection of Lazarus 
(11:1-57) 


6. Close of the public ministry in Jeru- 
salem (12:1-50) 


Book of Glory: Jesus Returns to the Father 
(13:1-20:31) 
A. Last Supper (13:1-17:26) 
B. Passion of Jesus (18:1-19:42) 
C. Resurrection of Jesus (20:1-29) 
D. Original conclusion of the book 
(20:30-31) 
Johannine Appendix/Supplement 
(21:1-25)'*! 


7. CONCLUSION 


Although we have presented here some of the 
main characteristics of the canonical Gospels, this 
is only an introduction to the nature and scope of 
the issues involved, and one is encouraged to con- 
sult the volumes listed in the bibliographies for 
more complete information and discussion. 

We have adopted a moderate approach to the 
traditions regarding the questions of the author- 
ship, date, and essential reliability of the canonical 
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Gospels. Because many of the eyewitnesses to the 
events described in the Gospels were still alive when 
the traditions began to circulate in the churches 
and because their subject matter was important to 
the churches, we do not believe that the canonical 
Gospels contain any major departures from the re- 
ceived traditions about Jesus. Nothing was changed 
in them that would significantly alter Christian 
faith or rob it of its historical foundations in Jesus. 
We take for granted that these traditions grew and 
that some of the traditions were later added to the 
oral stage of development, but not in any signifi- 
cant way that would seriously affect their essential 
reliability. It does not seem possible, for example, 
that anything could have been introduced calling 
into question either the original and often radical 
teaching of Jesus or the historical facts about his 
life, ministry, death, and resurrection. An example 
of an expansion of the early traditions about Jesus 
might well be the story in Matt 27:51-53, which de- 
scribes the return to life of those who were buried 
outside Jerusalem and their walking through the 
streets of the city. These verses suddenly appear 
and then are left without interpretation or parallel 
in the other Gospel traditions. This is the type of ex- 
pansion that may have crept into the Gospels for 
the purpose of clarifying the significance of Jesus’ 
death—in this instance, clarifying that with his 
death came the end times proclaimed by the proph- 
ets of old—but it does not seriously alter the essen- 
tial message of the evangelist. Indeed, this example 
may help us to understand how, for Matthew, his- 
tory is at times used as a vehicle for communicat- 
ing theological truth. It is worth noting also, for 
example, that only Matthew has a story of the 
earthquakes at the death and resurrection of Jesus, 
as we saw in ch. 6, above. Just before those events 
in the Gospel (Matt 24:7—14), Jesus speaks of earth- 
quakes at the beginning of the last days. Could it be 
that Matthew was trying to say or communicate 
with this story that in the death and resurrection of 
Jesus the future kingdom of God had arrived? 
When, therefore, does history give way to theo- 
logical interpretation, or when does it become 
merely the vehicle for conveying that truth? These 
complex questions cannot be completely answered 
here. The answer, for now, will undoubtedly be 
found in our use of the principles of multiple attes- 
tation and coherence and in a careful interpretation 
of the traditions themselves. If a story is repeated in 


other traditions and if it coheres with other facts 
that we have been able to establish about Jesus, 
then from a historical perspective we can make a 
case for its authenticity as a genuine part of the 
earliest traditions about Jesus. We can say further 
that in the case of Christianity’s most important 
events—the death, resurrection, and glorification 
of Jesus—though many of the details surrounding 
them in the Gospels may differ, their essential mes- 
sage is the same: Jesus of Nazareth who died is now 
alive, he is worthy of our faith, and this has great 
significance for all who will receive it. There can be 
no doubt that the Gospels contain three basic lay- 
ers of tradition: the level of the life of Jesus himself, 
the level of the early church, which transmitted the 
traditions both orally and in written form, and the 
level of the teaching of the evangelists themselves,!# 

The question of the authorship of the Gospels 
is more significant in the cases of Mark and 
Luke-Acts, but there is no consensus among schol- 
ars on these two Gospels. The arguments in favor 
of Mark’s authorship of the Gospel are not insignifi- 
cant, but they are also not conclusive. The case for 
the authorship of either Matthew or John, on the 
other hand, is not as important as it is with Mark 
or Luke-Acts, nor as sure. Matthew and John offer 
valuable information regarding the historical Jesus, 
and both contribute heavily to the commonly ac- 
cepted tradition about Jesus in the earliest church. 
Agreements in three or four evangelists speak 
strongly in favor of the authenticity of an event or 
tradition. When applied to the Gospel tradition, 
this method of attestation shows that the evange- 
lists offer a generally reliable story of the ministry 
and message of Jesus. 

The reason certain traditions are held in ques- 
tion by some Gospel scholars often has less to do 
with the criteria discussed in ch. 4, above, than 
with their view of history. If God’s remarkable ac- 
tivity in history is rejected in principle, that is, if 
anything supernatural or miraculous mentioned in 
the Gospels is ruled out of court in advance, then 
the criteria for authenticity (multiple attestation, 
embarrassment, coherence, dissimilarity) are of little 
value. Our understanding of history will often have 
as much to do with how we interpret the NT and 
the conclusions we draw from our sources as any 
criteria or critical tools employed. 

Dunn claims that the kinds of tradition about 
Jesus that we would expect to be preserved are the 
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very ones preserved in the Synoptic Gospels. In this 
limited sense, the Gospels are biographies, even 
though not the kind that we are used to today.!3 
This memory of Jesus molded the thinking of the 
writers and participants of the early Christian church. 
This influence existed long before this tradition was 
put in written form. As the tradition emerged in 
written form, no doubt certain modifications were 
made to meet the needs of the church. The issue of 
how much modification was made is at the heart of 
much scholarly debate. 
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' The earliest Christians were concerned to pre- 
serve the memory of Jesus in the church and to 
pass it on to new converts. They were more con- 
cerned, however, with the substance and meaning 
of what Jesus had said and done than with verbal 
meticulousness. The substance of the Gospels was 
undoubtedly a living tradition in the earliest 
churches before it was produced in written form. It 
is important that we understand the evangelists’ 
interest in historicity on their own terms, not with 
those we impose on them.1*4 
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In the first edition of his Acts commentary (1951), Bruce uses these 
points to argue that the time of the writing of Luke—Acts was ca. A.D. 
60-61. More recently he appears to have moderated his view, allow- 
ing that the book could have been written later: “If, then, a date in 
the late 70s or 80s of the first century (say, in the principate of Titus 
or early in that of Domitian) is assigned to Acts, most of the evidence 
will be satisfied” (Acts, 3d ed., 18). But he still seems to prefer a date 
in the 60s. 

Ibid., 16. 

Some aspects of this section are found in L. M. McDonald, “Acts of 
the Apostles,” EEC 14-17. 

Because of its place in the biblical canon, that is, in the first place of 
the four Gospels, Matthew is often referred to as the “first Gospel.” 
We will use that description from time to time without any reference 
to priority of origins. Although tradition has ascribed this work to 
the Apostle Matthew, most NT scholars today reject this view, but for 
convenience sake they continue to refer to the work by its traditional 
name. We will also follow this practice here. 

Davies and Allison have noted that in the last hundred years only 
seven scholars have accepted Matthew the Apostle as the author of 
the work that bears his name. Most agree that the author was a Jew- 
ish Christian, but some eleven scholars have concluded that a Gen- 
tile writer produced the work. Cf. W. D. Davies and D. C. Allison, Jr., 
A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel according to Saint 
Matthew (3 vols.; ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1988-1997), 1:10—11. 
D. J. Harrington, The Gospel of Matthew (SP 1; Collegeville, Minn.: Li- 
turgical, 1991), 4. Cf. W. Horbury, “The Hebrew Text of Matthew in 
Shem Tob Ibn Shaprut’s Eben Bohan,” in Davies and Allison, Com- 
mentary on Matthew, 3:729-38. 

Davies and Allison (Commentary on Matthew, 1:12-13) make this 
point. 

Only Matthew gives the name Matthew to the tax collector who fol- 
lowed Jesus, while the other evangelists mention only Levi (Mark 
2:14; Luke 5:27), Also, in their list of Jesus’ disciples they never men- 
tion Matthew as being a tax collector (Mark 3:18; Luke 6:15). Meier 
has suggested that the prime example of a sinner in the Gospels is 
the tax collector and that Matthew may have made a play on the 
Greek words, since the Greek term for a disciple or learner is 
padntis, mathétés (verb pabntedw, mathéteud) and it sounds very 
much like Matthew. This would indicate that a prime example of a 
sinner could become a disciple. J. P. Meier, “Matthew, Gospel of,” 
ABD 4:627, 


. Davies and Allison, Commentary on Matthew, 1:9. 
. See ch. 5, sec. I, above, for a discussion of the use of Zech 9:9. 
. Meier, “Matthew, Gospel of,” 4:625-27. 


Davies and Allison, Commentary on Matthew, 1:17-21, 25-27, and esp. 
80-85, list the many supposed Semitisms in Matthew. 


. F, C. Grant, “Gospel of Matthew,” IDB 3:303. 
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and Epistles (ed. M. Black; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1962), 68-104; 
and Davies and Allison, Commentary on Matthew, 1:17. 
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being attached to this Gospel quite early by the church fathers. 
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A Study of Origins (London: Macmillan, 1936), 397-99. 
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XXXV-xxxvii, who agrees with this conclusion. 


. See J. H. Charlesworth, The Beloved Disciple: Whose Witness Validates 


the Gospel of John? (Valley Forge, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 
1995), who defends the beloved disciple as the author of the Gospel 
and as John the son of Zebedee. 

Irenaeus, who became bishop of Lyons in A.D. 177, says that he 
heard Polycarp (who was martyred in A.D. 155) relate what he had 
heard from John and the other disciples about Jesus. Irenaeus also 
says that John composed the Gospel in Ephesus: “Afterwards [he has 
just mentioned the other three Gospels], John, the disciple of the 


pages 306-308 


123. 


124. 


125. 
126. 
127. 


128. 


129. 
130. 


131. 
132. 


133. 
134, 
135. 
136. 
137. 


138. 


Chapter 8 / The Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles 321 


Lord, who also leaned upon His breast, did himself publish a Gospel 
during his residence at Ephesus in Asia” (Haer. 3.1.1 [ANF)). 
Eusebius, on the authority of Irenaeus, adds that Papias, bishop of 
Hierapolis (ca. A.D. 140), was a hearer of both John and Polycarp 
(Hist. eccl. 3.39). 

For further information on the arguments concerning authorship, 
see Harrison, Introduction, 207-14, who lists the arguments in favor 
of John the apostle writing the Fourth Gospel; and Kiimmel, Introduc- 
tion, 165~74, for arguments against Johannine authorship of the 
Gospel. 

For a discussion of this, see Hengel, Johannine Question, 102-35. See 
also J. L. Price, Interpreting the New Testament (2d ed.; New York: 
Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1971), 579-80. 

Kee, Understanding the New Testament, 160-61. 

Spivey and Smith (Anatomy, 161) raise this as a possibility. 

Trans. Beasley-Murray (John, Ixxix), who notes that this tradition of 
Antiochene origin is attributed to the Armenian version of 
Ephraem’s commentary, but few scholars give this tradition much 
credibility. The theory apparently goes back to F. C. Conybeare, “Ein 
Zeugnis Ephraims iiber das Fehlen von C.1 und 2 in Texte des 
Lukas,” ZNW 3 (1902): 193, but also to F. C. Baur (so Kimmel, Intro- 
duction, 247 n. 224). The tradition of the Antiochene origin of the 
Gospel, however, continues to have widespread acceptance in the 
scholarly community because of parallels with the Odes of Solomon, 
which may have originated in Antioch; the close affinities with Syr- 
ian Gnosticism; and the writings of Ignatius of Syrian Antioch. This 
tradition is supported by Ktimmel, Introdtiction, 246-47. Beasley- 
Murray, John, Ixxix—lxxxi, raises the possibility that the Gospel arose 
in Palestine because of the similarities with the Judaisms of the first 
century or at least was written by someone who felt at home in Pal- 
estine, even if it was later taken to Antioch and from there to 
Ephesus. 

For a recent defense of this position, see S. van Tilborg, Reading John 
in Ephesus (NovTSup 83; Leiden: Brill, 1996). 

Beasley-Murray, John, lv—Iviii. 

J. H. Charlesworth, ed., John and the Dead Sea Scrolls (New York: 
Crossroad, 1990), xiii, xv. 

R. E. Brown, “The Dead Sea Scrolls and the New Testament,” ibid., 8. 
For the arguments for an Alexandrian origin, see W. H. Brownlee, 
“Whence the Gospel of John?” ibid., 188-89. For those for Ephesus, 
see M.-E. Boismard, “The First Epistle of John and the Writings of 
Qumran,” ibid., 156-65, who argues only for 1 John but whose com- 
ments are also relevant to the origins of the Gospel. Boismard draws 
attention to the parallels between John the Baptist and Qumran and 
argues that John the apostle was a follower of John the Baptist and 
that John the Baptist had disciples doing missionary work in Ephesus 
during the time of Paul’s ministry (Acts 19:12-16). 

Kysar, “The Gospel of John,” 3:918. 

Ibid. 

Ladd, New Testament and Criticism, 137. 

Kysar, “The Gospel of John” 3:930. 

W. F. Howard, “The Gospel according to John: Introduction and Exe- 
gesis,” IB 8:442. 

It is accepted among many NT scholars today that John 21 is a later 
addition to the original Gospel, which seems to end at 20:31. The 
continuation of the story in ch. 21 is, in some respects, apparently 
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contradictory to the preceding chapter: Jesus had already appeared 
to the disciples in Jerusalem in ch. 20 and had commissioned them, 
but in ch. 21 the disciples are not evangelizing but are back fishing 
in Galilee and apparently do not even recognize him when he comes 
to them again. Thus, ch. 21 in part seems to be an attempt to har- 
monize the location of the appearances of Jesus with Matthew and 
Mark, but this harmony causes more problems than it solves. This 
chapter, therefore, may well not be an original part of John’s Gospel 
but may have been added in the second century. 

See R. Kysar, The Fourth Evangelist and His Gospel: An Examination of 
Contemporary Scholarship (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1975), 38-54. 

C. H. Dodd, “Some Considerations upon the Historical Aspect of the 
Fourth Gospel,” in In Search of the Historical Jesus (ed. McArthur), 89; 
see also pp. 82-92 for more support of this claim. 

This outline, in large part, is an adaptation of Perkins’s outline of 
John in her Reading the New Testament, 247. We find her analysis of 
the text quite useful. 

In this conclusion we have simply reversed the sequence of Stanton’s 
assessment of what is in the Gospel tradition. See his Gospels and 
Jesus, 152. 

J. D. G. Dunn, The Living Word (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 30-31. 
See ibid., 43. 


THE PAULINE TRADITION 


1. WHO WAS PAUL? HIS IMPORTANCE 
IN EARLY CHRISTIANITY 


What transformed a Jew who persecuted 
Christians (Phil 3:6; Acts 8:1; 9:1-2; 22:4—5:; 
26:9-12) into perhaps the single most important 
follower of Jesus Christ of his (or any) time—as 
theologian, writer, missionary, preacher, and 
church planter? No complete study of the early 
church can neglect Paul and his writings. The 
story of his life and ministry is intriguing and 
enigmatic, and it continues to be so as scholars 
vigorously debate many of its important issues, 
such as the most significant influences on his pre- 
Christian life and on his turning to belief in Jesus 
as the Christ, and especially the meaning and 
value of his letters.! 


A. The Value of Paul for the Early 
Church 


Paul’s value for the study of the NT can be 
summarized in three major points. First, Paul is 
probably the earliest writer of the NT. Some might 
put the book of James prior to Paul’s letters (see ch. 
11, below, for a discussion of the book of James). 
Even if Paul was not the earliest, however, he cer- 
tainly made the most sizable contribution at an 
early date. Paul is therefore the closest to early 


Christianity in terms of its most significant early 
events, such as the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, which had a crucial role in the formulation 
of his theology. At times, Paul is concerned to 
make sure that his readers know that his gospel is 
his own and was not simply derived from others 
(see Gal 1:16-17), but he also makes it clear that his 
gospel is in continuity with that of the other apos- 
tles (e.g., Gal 2:1-10 and 1 Cor 15:3-11) (see below 
on Paul’s status as an apostle). Earliest Christian- 
ity—that is, the Christian belief and practice most 
closely tied to Christianity’s formative events—has 
always occupied a privileged place in Christian his- 
tory and belief, and Paul has pride of place in this 
hierarchy. 

Second, Paul is rightly known as the apostle to 
the Gentiles. He was instrumental in carving out a 
Gentile Christianity free from the strictures of Juda- 
ism, including obedience to the OT law, especially 
as it was manifested in circumcision, Jewish forms 
of worship, the practice of food laws, and the cele- 
bration of certain feasts. Christians today still live 
in the light of Paul’s thinking on such a vital issue 
as the relation of Christian belief to its roots in Ju- 
daism. Paul was able to carve out this Gentile min- 
istry through the course of a number of highly 
interactive missionary ventures that took him well 
beyond Palestine, across Asia Minor, and into Eu- 
rope (Macedonia and Achaia in Greece, then Italy 
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and possibly even Spain). These ambitious adven- 
tures were instrumental in establishing and main- 
taining a foothold for Christianity in Europe and 
afforded an opportunity for Paul to compose a 
number of letters that, although not written pri- 
marily as works of timeless theology, are still seen 
to be relevant in addressing issues in contemporary 
Christianity.” 

Third, Paul was the first and perhaps the great- 
est Christian theologian. He has long been called 
the second founder of Christianity,? a comment in- 
dicative of the crucial role that his thinking and 
writing played in formative Christianity. In some 
senses, however, it is exactly right. Paul was not 
the only one involved in early Christian missionary 
endeavors (at the commencement of his first mis- 
sionary journey he was apparently under the au- 
thority of Barnabas, according to Acts 13), but he 
was certainly the most successful and is now the 
best known. He played a sizable role in transform- 
ing Christianity from a regional religious sect of Ju- 
daism, confined to certain areas of Palestine, into a 
genuine world religion, and this all within his own 
lifetime. It is not an understatement to say that 
Christianity today is essentially Pauline Christian- 
ity, at least in the west. 

The importance of such an individual would 
lead us to believe that there should be an abun- 
dance of material about him available for assess- 
ment. But this is simply not the case. There are two 
primary sources of evidence for Paul’s life and min- 
istry—his letters and the book of Acts (although 
many would minimize the importance of Acts)— 
though some other later sources from church his- 
tory are also important. Among his letters, cer- 
tainly his major letters are important sources of 
information about him and his thinking, but it 
must be remembered that they were written to spe- 
cific church situations and so must be interpreted 
before they can be used for historical reconstruc- 
tion. Within any particular context, there is no 
compelling reason why Paul should have revealed 
everything about himself or the totality of what he 
thought about a given topic or issue. One would 
only expect him to state what he thought was ap- 
propriate for the situation.* There is the further 
issue, to be discussed below, of how authorship of 
the letters is to be evaluated. The second source of 
information regarding Paul, the book of Acts, has 
been evaluated in a number of ways, from a radical 
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(and rather simpleminded) skepticism that doubts 
the author's integrity at every turn, to an almost 
naive acceptance of everything that it says. The 
discussion in this chapter places primary emphasis 
on Paul’s letters, but we will also refer to Acts 
where appropriate as an important secondary 
source on the mission of Paul. 


B. Paul the Man 


On the basis of his image and abiding impor- 
tance in the church, one would expect Paul to cut 
a dashing and impressive figure. Little is actually 
known, however, about what Paul looked like, 
even though there has been some speculation. On 
the one hand, he is described as a young man at 
the death of Stephen (Acts 7:58), probably between 
eighteen and thirty years old. On the other hand, 
he refers to himself as an old man in Phim 9, prob- 
ably between forty and sixty.° In either case, these 
figures are compatible with Paul being born some- 
time early in the first century (A.D. 5-15), probably 
in the first decade. This would mean that he was 
only a slightly younger contemporary of Jesus 
himself. 

An early Christian text, the Acts of Paul (2d 
cent. A.D.) refers to Paul as a small man, bald, bow- 
legged, ruddy in complexion, knit-browed, with a 
slightly long nose (§3; the text also says that some- 
times he appeared as a man but at other times he 
had the face of an angel).° This text is a fairly late 
one for providing a “snapshot” of Paul (it claims to 
be based on a description by Titus), but there is 
some confirmatory biblical evidence that Paul was 
not the most imposing of physical figures. In Acts 
14:8-18, after performing a healing at Lystra, Paul 
and Barnabas are worshipped by the crowd—Bar- 
nabas as Zeus and Paul as Hermes. Zeus, the pri- 
mary god of the Greek pantheon, had lightening 
and thunder at his disposal and would have been 
seen as an awe-inspiring and authoritative figure. 
Hermes, on the other hand, was the messenger 
god. There was apparently genuine respect for Her- 
mes in this area of Asia Minor, and Paul, as spokes- 
man, was probably rightly seen as the messenger of 
the group; nevertheless, Hermes was not as elegant 
or magnificent a god as Zeus. He was also known 
as the god of the rock pile, an “earthy” god not of 
the first rank but, rather, of the second rank of 
Greek gods.” This scene perhaps indicates that not 
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only by function but also by personal appearance 
Paul was the less physically imposing of the two. 

Evidence from Paul's letters also implies that he 
cut a less than overwhelming physical figure. In 2 
Cor 10:10, Paul cites his adversaries as depicting 
him as a good writer but as physically unimpres- 
sive and not a good speaker. There may be some 
rhetorically strategic reasons why Paul character- 
izes himself in such a dichotomous way, but his 
troubles at Corinth with adversaries and his initial 
failure to win the Corinthians over may give evi- 
dence that, in person, he was not as impressive as 
he would have liked to be or as many expected him 
to be as a public speaker. Furthermore, in Gal 
4:13-14, Paul refers to a physical ailment. Scholars 
have long debated what this ailment was, espe- 
cially in the light of 2 Cor 12:7-9, which refers to 
Paul's thorn in the flesh. This affliction may be 
some form of spiritual disability, since Paul refers to 
it as a messenger of Satan that torments him. In 
Gal 4:15, however, Paul refers to the Galatians as 
at one time willing to tear their eyes out for him, 
perhaps indicating that Paul’s physical disability 
was bad eyesight.® In any case, apparently Paul 
was plagued by physical problems from fairly early 
on in his ministry, since Galatians is probably one 
of his earliest letters. These physical ailments came 
in conjunction with a number of other afflictions 
that Paul was made to suffer. In 2 Cor 11:23-28, 
Paul recounts a litany of abuses he suffered in the 
course of his ministry. Since he concludes by men- 
tioning his concern for the churches and since this 
is in a context of creating a counterboast to his Co- 
rinthian opponents, there may well be some rhe- 
torical embellishments here. The kinds of things he 
recounts, however, are compatible with what is 
known from Paul's other letters and especially from 
Acts. Such experiences as receiving thirty-nine 
lashes, being stoned and shipwrecked, and being 
imprisoned all must have taken a terrible physical 
toll on him over the years. 


C. Paul and His Upbringing 


When Paul first appears in Acts (Acts 8:1), in- 
volved in the stoning of Stephen, he is already an 
adult; and his letters are the products of his minis- 
try after his conversion. Paul, however, had a life 
before adulthood. But where was it, and what was 
it like? Paul does not mention his birth or upbring- 


ing in his letters, but there are a number of retro- 
spective statements in his letters, as well as Acts, 
that can be drawn upon. It is not to be seriously 
doubted that Paul was born in Tarsus, a significant 
city in the region of Cilicia (Acts 21:39; 22:3; cf. 
Strabo, Geog. 14.5.13). Tarsus, a city with a long 
history, probably was founded sometime in the late 
third or early second millennium B.C. It was saved 
by Alexander the Great from destruction by the re- 
treating Persians in 333 B.c. The Romans gave it 
increased privileges, including political self-rule, 
and it had established itself as an important cul- 
tural center. Tarsus was a university town just 
slightly behind the class of such cities as Alexan- 
dria and Athens as centers of learning. It was espe- 
cially flourishing at the time of Paul’s youth, al- 
though it apparently declined later in the century. 
Well-known rhetoricians and philosophers made 
their way to Tarsus, but we do not know if Paul 
ever heard any of them speak. As a Greco-Roman 
city, Tarsus would have had a Greco-Roman edu- 
cational system. This consisted of three major 
stages. Elementary education extended from ages 
seven to fourteen, when the student learned how 
to read, write (including some letter writing), and 
do basic mathematics. The second stage of educa- 
tion, from ages fourteen to eighteen, was con- 
ducted by the grammaticus, or grammar teacher, 
and consisted of reading and memorizing the major 
classical authors, especially Homer and Euripides. 
At this stage the student would learn grammar and 
how to compose essays and letters, besides study- 
ing other subjects, such as geometry and music. 
The final stage of education took place in the gym- 
nasium, where the student studied rhetoric under 
the guidance of philosopher-teachers, for the pur- 
pose of becoming a good citizen.” 

It is difficult to know the extent of Paul’s expo- 
sure to this educational system. Scholars have ar- 
gued everything from Paul having left Tarsus be- 
fore participating in any of the Greek educational 
system to Paul having completed the entire course 
of education all the way through to the gymna- 
sium. There is evidence that Paul had some educa- 
tion in Greek thought, but it is also possible that he 
received this in Jerusalem, since Palestine was a 
part of the larger Greco-Roman world and had ac- 
cess to Greek thinking and education (it was only 
in the second century A.D. and beyond that Juda- 
ism renounced connections with Greek culture and 
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language).!° The rabbinic rules concerning educa- 
tion correspond surprisingly well with the Greek 
system. In light of the precedence of the Greek 
sources and the Hellenistic influence on Palestine 
before the development of even the antecedents of 
rabbinic Judaism, it is possible that the prescribed 
system of Jewish education took its formative influ- 
ence from the Greek system. The Jewish educa- 
tional system apparently consisted of two major 
stages. From ages five to twelve the student began 
the study of Scripture, then of the legal traditions 
(m. ?Abot 5:21). Josephus notes that the law and the 
traditions were taught in every city to Jewish boys 
“from our first consciousness” (Ag. Ap. 2.18), as 
does Philo (Embassy 210). At age thirteen, the boy 
became a bar mitzvah, or “son of the command- 
ment,” and took upon himself the full obligation of 
the law. The more promising youths would have 
been sent to Jerusalem to study under more ad- 
vanced teachers, since there is no evidence of any 
advanced instruction equivalent to what became 
the rabbinic school in any city but Jerusalem before 
A.D. 70. That Paul may have been educated in such 
a way has been posited on the basis of Paul’s argu- 
ment in Rom 7, where he speaks of an age of inno- 
cence (Rom 7:9), followed by one of knowledge 
(7:9-11), and then one of responsibility (7:15-21), 
corresponding to the periods outlined above.!? It is 
difficult to substantiate from this passage that Paul 
was educated in this way. Many who emphasize 
Paul’s Jewish education, however, believe that it 
may have been at the age of thirteen that Paul 
went to Jerusalem to continue his education under 
Gamaliel, possibly living with his own married sis- 
ter there (Acts 23:16). 

The question of where Paul was educated is 
raised directly in Acts 22:3. How this verse is ren- 
dered influences drastically how this question is 
answered, however. There are three ways in which 
this verse has been translated, depending upon 
how one understands the word “this” and the word 
“and” or “but” at the beginning of the second 
clause. The first interprets it to have Paul saying he 
is a Jew, “born in Tarsus of Cilicia, brought up in 
this city, educated at the feet of Gamaliel,” with 
three separate clauses, the second of which is left 
ambiguous. This solution does not answer the 
question. The author of Acts may intentionally 
have left the passage ambiguous because he did not 
know where or when Paul was educated, but this 


is not the most likely way that he would have com- 
municated this. The second interprets the sentence 
to have Paul saying he is a Jew, “born in Tarsus of 
Cilicia, but brought up in this city [Jerusalem], edu- 
cated at the feet of Gamaliel,” with perhaps Paul 
physically pointing to his surroundings, Jerusalem. 
This is the most common understanding, reflected 
in the translations of the NIV, NRSV, etc. The third 
interprets the sentence to have Paul saying he is a 
Jew, “born in Tarsus of Cilicia and brought up in 
this city [Tarsus], educated at the feet of Gamaliel.” 

Is either of the last two interpretations more 
likely? Most scholars agree that Paul probably grew 
up in Jerusalem, although the exact age of his ar- 
rival in the city is unknown. The arguments for 
this position are several. The first is that the gram- 
mar of Acts 22:3 seems to indicate this, with the 
second interpretation seen by most scholars to be 
the most convincing. The second is that Paul’s 
speech here in Acts is delivered in a context where 
there is a conscious effort being made to identify 
Paul with Jerusalem. He has just been taken into 
Roman custody but has been allowed to address 
the crowd, which had accused him of taking a Gen- 
tile, Trophimus, into the temple. It is in Paul’s best 
interests to make sure that the Jerusalem rioters 
see him as identified with Jerusalem, so it is under- 
standable that, in this speech, there is a downplaying 
of his ties with Tarsus and the possible corrupting 


. influence of Gentile culture. 


Some have questioned, however, the consis- 
tency of Acts’ depiction of Paul as having been 
reared in Jerusalem—how is it that Paul had such 
a different approach to religiosity than did Gamaliel, 
his teacher in Jerusalem? Acts 23:3 is the only place 
in the NT where Paul is said to have been a student 
of Gamaliel; his clear Pharisaical ties (Phil 3:5-6), 
however, make this likely.'* Unfortunately, not 
much more is known of Gamaliel from biblical or 
extrabiblical sources. What is known indicates 
that, early in the rise of the Christian movement, 
Gamaliel was quite tolerant of it. Acts 5:38-39 re- 
veals Gamaliel, a member of the Sanhedrin, taking 
a conciliatory position, apparently in keeping with 
the Pharisaic doctrine that God triumphs over 
human actions (m. *Abot 4:14; 3:19; cf. Josephus, 
Ant. 13.172; 18.13). He recommends a tolerant atti- 
tude, because—so his reasoning goes—if this new 
movement is of God, one would not want to stand 
against it and hence against God himself. If it is not 


of God, it will fail anyway. This is a very different 
attitude from that of Paul, his supposed pupil, who 
was an active persecutor of Christians. Several 
factors must be considered regarding Paul’s rela- 
tion to Gamaliel. The first is simply the difference in 
temperament or insight between the two men. It is 
entirely possible that Paul, perhaps because of his 
youthful enthusiasm or a natural kind of zeal, be- 
lieved that he saw the situation more clearly than 
his older, more mature, and, at least in his eyes, 
overly cautious teacher.!® The second factor is whether 
Paul's persecution was directed at the same group 
that Gamaliel is addressing in Acts 5. Gamaliel’s at- 
titude concerns Palestinian-Jewish Christians such 
as Peter and the other apostles. But there is good 
evidence Paul directed his persecution against 
Hellenistic Jewish Christians (as indicated by his 
role in the stoning of Stephen in Acts 8:1 and by his 
traveling outside Jerusalem to Damascus to perse- 
cute followers of “the Way” in Acts 9). Perhaps 
Paul retrospectively saw them as like those Dias- 
pora Jews he had left when he came to Jerusalem 
to be educated, believing that their form of Judaism 
was tainted and corrupt. After all, Paul presents 
himself as a legalist before his conversion (Phil 3:6), 
one who wanted to keep the law in its totality and 
not be seen in any way as accommodating to those 
who would do otherwise. The third factor to con- 
sider is whether Gamaliel and other Jewish leaders 
underwent a change of heart regarding the early 
Christian movement.” When Gamaliel made his 
pronouncement in Acts 5, Christianity was a new 
movement still essentially confined to Jerusalem. 
By the time of Paul’s persecution of believers, how- 
ever, the movement had already shown signs of 
spreading, perhaps resulting in a change of attitude 
among the Jewish hierarchy. 

The evidence for Paul’s having had a Jewish ed- 
ucation is minimal; nevertheless, there is some evi- 
dence for Paul’s having at least some Greco-Roman 
education. An example is his use of the Greek letter 
form. This is not clear evidence of formal training in 
a Greek school system, however, since the letter form 
was widely known and used by many who never 
attended school, and amanuenses or scribes were 
frequently employed in the production of letters.'® 
Paul took full advantage of this as well (see, e.g., 
Rom 16:22, where Tertius is mentioned by name), so 
he himself would not have required formal training 
beyond the elementary level. A second form of evi- 
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dence would be his quotation of extrabiblical au- 
thors.!9 Here there is a surprising lack of explicit 
primary evidence from Paul’s letters. Paul is quoted 
as citing the fourth-century B.C. poet Aratus in Acts 
17:28 (Phaen. 5; cf. Cleanthes, Hymn to Zeus, line 4) 
and the sixth-century B.C. poet Epimenides in Titus 
1:12. The only quotation in a major Pauline letter, 
however, is that from the play Thais by the third- 
century B.C. dramatist Menander, cited at 1 Cor 
15:33. But this quotation is generally thought to 
have been part of the shared common knowledge 
of the time, much like “To be or not to be”—from 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet—which many people might 
quote without having studied (or even read) any of 
Shakespeare’s plays. Or it may have been one of 
many individual quotations contained within a 
quotation book used in elementary education.”” A 
third piece of evidence for Paul’s Greek education 
might be his use of forms of classical rhetoric (see 
ch. 2, sec. 3.G, above, for important definitions of 
terms). This is a topic of widespread discussion in 
current NT scholarship. A number of scholars 
argue that Paul avails himself of the full range of 
tools available to a rhetorician of the time, so that 
his Letter to the Galatians, as an example, is a 
form of either deliberative or judicial rhetoric, like a 
speech delivered by an ancient rhetorician, such as 
Demosthenes (4th cent. B.C.). There are two ques- 
tions that can be raised regarding the rhetorical 
hypothesis, however. The first is whether this kind 
of rhetorical analysis of letters was something that 
was even known to the ancients. There is good evi- 
dence that the categories of rhetoric were used not 
for the analysis and examination of speeches or 
any other writings, including letters, but only for 
the creation and formulation of speeches. The sec- 
ond question is how accessible this knowledge was 
to those who did not reach the higher levels of the 
educational system. Paul does make use of several 
rhetorical conventions, including especially the di- 
atribe style (e.g., Rom 1-14; 2 Cor 10-13), but this 
was probably not due to formal rhetorical training 
but because this was the way in which teachers 
and philosophers created arguments and carried 
on discussion in the ancient world.” In all, the evi- 
dence of Paul progressing very far in the Greco- 
Roman educational system is lacking. Neverthe- 
less, he may well have acquired the basics, includ- 
ing a highly functional use of the Greek language, 
before proceeding to formal religious training. 
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D. Paul and the Roman Empire 


Whether Paul was a Roman citizen is compli- 
cated by two considerations.2” The first is how 
one defines citizenship. The other is that explicit 
claims to Roman citizenship by Paul only appear 
in Acts, never in his letters. There were several 
different levels of citizenship in the Roman Em- 
pire: one could, for example, be a citizen of the 
Roman state, a citizen of a particular city, a 
member of one of the orders or “tribes” of citi- 
zens. The word Paul uses to describe his being a 
citizen of Tarsus in Acts 21:39 is one that could 
refer to any one of these levels. In Acts 16:38 and 
22:25 Paul makes the explicit claim to being a 
Roman citizen. Recent work on Acts argues that 
it is not a historically based account but, rather, 
a literary creation (perhaps like an ancient ro- 
mance), designed to create an image of Paul as a 
hero of the early church.”? As a result, many 
have come to doubt Paul's citizenship of Tarsus 
and his Roman citizenship. For example, Lentz 
concludes that Acts is designed to depict Paul as 
the ideal Greco-Roman man.** In a more detailed 
survey of the ancient evidence, Rapske shows the 
plausibility of a person being a citizen of a city 
such as Tarsus, a citizen of Rome, and a devout 
Jew all at the same time. What he cannot prove 
absolutely is that Paul was such a person, al- 
though the probabilities weigh clearly in that di- 
rection.» It is perhaps surprising that in Paul’s 
letters, even with his ministry to the Gentile world, 
he does not mention his origin in Tarsus, his citi- 
zenship of Tarsus, or his Roman citizenship. Nev- 
ertheless, it seems probable, especially in light of 
the way this evidence is used in Acts, that he was 
a full citizen of Tarsus and of Rome on the basis 
of his family origins. 

How was it that Paul’s family secured Roman 
citizenship? The two most illustrative passages in 
Acts regarding Paul’s citizenship are Acts 16:37-39 
and 22:25-29. In the first, after being imprisoned 
overnight in Philippi and then released, Paul raises 
the question whether his treatment has been legal 
for a Roman citizen. In the second, after Paul has 
been taken into Roman custody in Jerusalem and 
the commander has ordered that he be beaten, 
Paul raises the question whether it is legal for a 
Roman citizen to be treated in such a way. When 
the commander arrives to sort out this potential 
difficulty, his discussion with Paul reveals that the 
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commander purchased his citizenship, while Paul 
claims to have inherited his. At the time of these 
episodes, there had been a general expansion of 
Roman citizenship. By the middle of the first cen- 
tury B.C., the entire population of the Italian penin- 
sula had been made Roman citizens. By the middle 
of the next century, there was a sizable number of 
citizens throughout the empire, and in A.D. 212 an 
edict was issued that made all free inhabitants of 
the empire citizens.” In the course of this expan- 
sion, there were several ways in which Roman citi- 
zenship could be acquired: it could be given to 
slaves who were manumitted, be bestowed for vari- 
ous reasons, including performing valuable services 
to the empire militarily or otherwise, be purchased 
for a large sum, or be inherited from a father who 
was a citizen.”” Some have thought that, being in 
the tent-making business, Paul’s father or grandfa- 
ther may have performed valuable service to the 
Roman Empire and been awarded citizenship that 
Paul inherited; others speculate that one of Paul’s 
relatives had purchased citizenship. But it simply 
cannot be said for certain how Paul's citizenship 
was secured.”° 

Simply invoking his citizenship, however, did 
not necessarily mean that Paul would immedi- 
ately receive special treatment. It was more diffi- 
cult in the ancient world to carry substantial 
proof of citizenship, especially when a person was 
away from a place where he or she may have 
been known or where family archives were kept. 
Paul may have carried some form of passport 
that citizens possessed, perhaps the kind of docu- 
ment that would have been found among Paul’s 
scrolls. Citizens often carried small tablets that 
specified their status. As can be imagined, docu- 
mentation indicating Roman citizenship would 
have been valuable in the Roman world, so there 
were many incidents of forgery, with severe pen- 
alties if discovered. A wise commander would 
not have necessarily accepted the documenta- 
tion at face value but would probably have tried 
to secure some proof that the documents were 
genuine by, for example, intensively interrogat- 
ing Paul. Being a Roman citizen entailed a num- 
ber of privileges, including the right to a public 
accusation and trial, exemption from certain 
kinds of punishment—in most instances includ- 
ing crucifixion—and protection against sum- 
mary execution. A Roman citizen had the right 
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of appeal, although in times of civil unrest this 
right may have been abrogated. It does not ap- 
pear that a citizen necessarily had the right to ap- 
peal to Caesar to have his case heard. In any 
event, an appeal probably would not have been 
heard by Caesar but, rather, by some judicial offi- 
cial appointed by him.?? 

The Roman citizenship of Paul’s family raises 
the question whether his family performed Roman 
religious rites, such as worship of the emperor as a 
god. Would this account for Paul’s leaving Tarsus? 
Several factors must be considered here. First, one 
must recognize that Diaspora Judaism was a com- 
plex and diverse phenomenon, in many ways inte- 
grated into the surrounding religio-cultural milieu. 
This does not mean that the Jews were not in many 
instances respected for their high moral standards 
and their belief in God, as the existence of Godfearers 
in Acts bears witness (10:2, 22, 35; 13:16, 26, 43, 50; 
16:14; 17:4, 17; 18:7), but Judaism in the larger 
Greco-Roman world was merely one of a number 
of religious and cultural minorities, with various 
levels of acculturation and assimilation.*° Second, 
the institutionalization of Roman emperor worship 
as something that was compelled of citizens did not 
occur until the second century. Augustus was cau- 
tious in his tolerance of the emperor cult, allowing 
those in the east to engage in it more freely than 
those in the west, where Romans would have been 
less willing to proclaim the deity of the emperor. At 
the time of Christ’s birth, this kind of worship 
would probably have been, at most, optional, so 
there would have been no compelling reason for 
the Jews to have performed these kinds of rituals. 
In any event, Jews had previously served foreign 
military leaders on several occasions. During the 
period of Seleucid rule, they were hired on a few 
occasions as mercenaries, and Jewish officers had 
served various rulers. Third, the Jews in Greco- 
Roman cities may have been separated into their 
own order or tribe (the citizenry of a Greco-Roman 
city were divided into orders for management of 
the city’s affairs). This would have meant that 
they had a degree of autonomy and self-government 
that allowed them to follow some of their own reli- 
gious practices. Despite the last two consider- 
ations, Paul might have perceived moral and reli- 
gious laxity among Jews in Tarsus, and this may 
have been a factor compelling him to go to Jerusa- 
lem to train to be a Pharisee under Gamaliel. Since 


Jerusalem was the religious center, he might have 
viewed it as free from the perceived corruption of 
the Diaspora. 


E. Paul’s Occupation 


There is abundant evidence that Paul worked 
as some form of craftsman or leather worker (Acts 
18:3; 1 Cor 4:12; cf. 1 Thess 2:9; 2 Cor 12:14).>! This 
has traditionally been taken to mean that he was a 
tent maker, but this may be too restrictive. Some- 
one of his trade probably worked with all sorts of 
materials, making not only tents but sails for boats, 
canopies for theaters, and various forms of military 
equipment. A person in this line of work was prob- 
ably considered to be skilled and hence above the 
social level of the general populace, which was en- 
gaged in menial or physical labor on the land. 
Some scholars have suggested that Paul worked as 
a craftsman because he was a Pharisee and every 
Pharisee was required to have a usable trade, but 
the evidence for such a pharisaic practice is not 
strong (cf. m. ?Abot 2:2; t. Qidd. 1.22). A more likely 
explanation is that learning a skill was typical of 
both Jews and others throughout the Greco-Roman 
world. People would spend time learning a skilled 
trade for two or three years as an apprentice, then 
continue it throughout their adult lives. A skill was 
not only useful to Paul for providing for his ma- 
terial needs; it served a useful function in his mis- 
sionary strategy. Paul would travel from city to 
city using his trade as a way of maintaining him- 
self in his travels (as did other craftsmen and even 
other itinerant teachers) and of establishing and 
maintaining his apostolic credibility. He would 
often stay in the home of a convert (Acts 16:15, 40; 
17:5-7; Phlm 22), working there or in a local shop 
(Acts 18:3, 11). Rather than be a financial burden 
on a local church and be mistaken for one of those 
disreputable itinerant teachers in the ancient world 
who would exploit their listeners for financial gain 
and then leave (cf. Lucian, Peregr. 11-14; Merc. 
cond. 20, 37), Paul was able to point to his working 
with his hands instead of being a burden on the 
local congregation (1 Thess 2:9). He was an early 
practitioner of a lifestyle evangelism in which he 
was able to inspire his listeners with his own will- 
ingness to work in his own support (1 Thess 
4:10-12). 


PF. Paul’s Religious and Ethnic 
Background 


At several places in his letters, Paul chronicles 
his ethnic and religious background in Judaism 
(e.g., Phil 3:5~6; 2 Cor 11:22; Gal 1:13-14; Rom 
11:1), Seeing how Paul conceived himself helps us 
to understand better his conversion and his subse- 
quent Christian experience. 

With Phil 3:5-6 as a framework,” the follow- 
ing elements of his past are worth recounting. 
First, Paul says that he was circumcised on the 
eighth day, the day that was prescribed by Jewish 
law (Gen 17:12; Lev 12:3). Hence, Paul clearly lays 
claim to having been Jewish by birth and by out- 
ward sign. Second, he says that he was of the race 
of Israel—that is, a physical descendant from the 
line that led directly back to the patriarchs. Third, 
and more specifically, he claims to have been of the 
tribe of Benjamin, a troublesome tribe to be sure, 
but considered part of Judah since the division of 
the two kingdoms, the tribe within whose ancestral 
territory Jerusalem was located. Because of the 
Babylonian captivity, Jews in Paul’s time, espe- 
cially those of the Diaspora, were not all able to 
trace their genealogy to establish their tribal de- 
scent (Neh 11:7-9, 31-36). Not all scholars are con- 
vinced of this genealogy; many note that Paul was 
named after the most famous member of the tribe 
of Benjamin, King Saul. Saul would have been 
Paul's Jewish name, with Paul being his cognomen, 
or personal name. (Most Romans had three names, 
including not only a cognomen but also a prae- 
nomen, or family name, and nomen, or surname. 
Paul’s other two names are unknown, a phenome- 
non not unique to Paul, for this is the case even 
when it comes to well-known people of the ancient 
world.) Fourth, Paul is said to be a Hebrew of He- 
brews. References to Israel and the tribe of Benjamin 
provide racial and ethnic distinctions, but Paul’s 
specification of himself as a Hebrew of Hebrews is 
probably a linguistic distinction, meaning more 
than simply being Jewish. In Acts 6:1, a distinction 
is made between Hellenists and Hebrews, probably 
differentiating between Palestinian Jews who spoke 
Greek and those who spoke a Semitic language— 
probably Aramaic—as their native language and 
could worship in this language or Hebrew. (Philo, 
Dreams 2.250 and Abraham 28, makes a similar dis- 
tinction.)*# Paul here identifies with the Aramaic- 
speaking branch of the Jewish people, making the 
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claim that even though he may be a Diaspora Jew, 
he is a native speaker of Aramaic, as probably were 
his parents. This would have distinguished him 
from the vast majority of Diaspora Jews, who did 
not know Aramaic or Hebrew and were thus obli- 
gated to attend Greek-speaking synagogues and 


use the LXX as their Bible. Paul is depicted as using 


Aramaic on several occasions (Acts 21:40; 22:2; 
26:14). Of course, this does not mean that Paul did 
not have native competence in Greek as well; he 
did, as is clearly evidenced in the ease with which 
he moved in the Greco-Roman world, as well as the 
facility he demonstrates in his letters. 

Fifth, Paul identifies himself with the Pharisees 
(cf. Acts 26:5) (see ch. 3, sec. 3, above). The Phari- 
sees were characterized by a theology that mixed 
determinism and free will, with an emphasis on ap- 
plication of the law to daily life.*> In Acts 23:6, Paul 
reportedly calls himself a son of a Pharisee, which 
may mean that his father was a Pharisee, although 
it is more likely that this means that he had a 
Pharisee in his family line or that he had been the 
student of a Pharisee (i.e., Gamaliel). Sixth, Paul 
refers to his zeal being evidenced in persecuting the 
church (cf. Gal 1:13-14). It is difficult to substanti- 
ate where exactly such persecution took place, since 
the only direct evidence of Paul’s participation in 
persecution seems to be his relatively minor role in 
the stoning of Stephen. In Acts, he refers to perse- 
cuting in Jerusalem and casting his vote against 
those who were put to death (Acts 26:10). Since the 
apostles seem to have been relatively unaffected by 
such persecution even though they were in and 
around Jerusalem (or perhaps chose to remain in 
spite of it), Paul’s persecution was probably not of 
Palestinian-Jewish but of Hellenistic-Jewish Chris- 
tians, such as Stephen and his group. Thus, it was 
while he was going to Damascus, probably for the 
first time to pursue Hellenistic-Jewish Christians, 
that he had his “conversion” experience. He was 
otherwise unknown to those in Damascus.*° Sev- 
enth, Paul says that as to legalistic righteousness, 
he was faultless. This verse has been variously in- 
terpreted. Earlier in this century it was not uncom- 
mon for scholars to see Paul as being psychologi- 
cally ill at ease with being a Jew, which contributed 
to the formulation of his theology as a Christian.?” 
But there is no evidence here of Paul’s being 
troubled by guilt, stress, doubt, or depression over 
his failure to keep the law. This verse does not state 
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that Paul considered himself “righteous” on the 
basis of keeping the law. He is stating instead that, 
so far as the demands of the law were concerned, 
he did what the law demanded and was faultless so 
far as this requirement could be met. 


G. Paul’s Conversion 


The commencement of the persecution of Hel- 
lenistic-Jewish Christians (Acts 8:1) led to their flee- 
ing to areas outside Judea.*® There may have been 
some sort of extradition policy in effect, whereby 
breakers of the law, even though they broke the 
law outside Palestine, could be returned to Jerusa- 
lem to be punished under Jewish law. Such a policy 
was apparently originally instituted in 142 B.C. but 
had been redefined by Julius Caesar in 47 B.C. In 
his persecuting zeal, Paul undertook his journey to 
Damascus to bring back Christians to Jerusalem. If 
the document Paul carried with him did not go so 
far as to give him legal authority, apparently it 
would at least have implored the cooperation of the 


synagogue leaders there.*” This implies that there 
were already Christians in Damascus only a few 
years after Jesus’ death. It also provides further evi- 
dence that Paul was persecuting primarily Helle- 
nistic-Jewish Christians who had had some direct 
or indirect contact with Jerusalem. 

Paul’s conversion is mentioned three times in 
Acts (9:3-6; 22:6-11; 26:12-18; the first time a re- 
counting of events in narrative sequence and the 
other two times descriptions in Pauline apologetic 
sections), once explicitly in Gal 1:15—-16, and less di- 
rectly in 1 Cor 9:1; 15:8.*° Recent discussion has 
questioned whether this singular and significant 
event in Paul’s life ought to be referred to as a con- 
version, since the term conversion seems to imply a 
change from no religion to religion, or a change 
from one religion to another. In either case, Paul 
had been a religious person before his conversion 
and continued to be one after, viewing his conver- 
sion as something that developed naturally from, 
and was in many essential ways in harmony with, 
his previous belief. As a result, some have wanted 
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to refer to Paul’s experience as a calling akin to 
that of some OT prophets (e.g., Isaiah or Jeremiah; 
see Isa 6; Jer 1:4-19), others as a visionary or ec- 
static experience similar to those in other religious 
traditions, and still others as a revelatory event.*! 
As Segal has shown, however, regardless of the 
other elements that may have been present in 
Paul’s Damascus road experience (including a vi- 
sion similar to that of an OT prophet), “conversion” 
is entirely appropriate to describe what happened 
to Paul, since his experience had affinities with 
conversion experiences in Judaism of the time. The 
characteristics of conversion that Segal cites are 
the identification by the convert of a lack in his 
previous existence that is remedied by the new 
group (Phil 3:7-8), a restructuring of reality by the 
convert according to the presuppositions of the 
new group, and a resulting integration of the old 
perspective in the new.” Although Paul saw him- 
self in continuity with essential Judaism after this 
crucial event and used it as the basis of his thought 
(see sec. 2, below), he came to see that the work of 
Christ superseded Jewish practice and belief. A dis- 


tinct element in contemporary Judaism endorsed 
works as a means of entering and retaining one’s 
covenantal status, but Paul placed his emphasis on 
the justifying work of God through Christ. Whereas 
Jews thought of themselves as obligated to keep the 
law with the hope of attaining and maintaining 
righteousness before God, Paul saw the law as to- 
tally ineffective in this quest and hence as having 
already accomplished its purpose. Judaism had re- 
jected Jesus as Christ or the Messiah, but for Paul, 
Jesus was the Christ. In this respect, Paul’s experi- 
ence may well be characterized as conversion. 
Paul’s experience on the Damascus road never- 
theless included a series of events similar to the 
calls of the prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah, in which 
God singled out these specific individuals and called 
them to fulfill his intended purpose. When these 
prophets were called, they were given a message to 
preach. It is unclear whether Paul saw his entire 
message at the time of his conversion, but what is 
clear is that by the time he wrote Gal 1:15-16 (a ret- 
rospective view compatible with conversion), he saw 
that an essential part of his calling was wrapped up 
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with being the apostle to the Gentiles.*? So far as 
actual physical signs are concerned, both sight and 
sound attended his call. In his letters, Paul men- 
tions that he saw Jesus (1 Cor 9:1; 15:8; Gal 1:16). 
The fact that Paul believed that he received his 
commissioning as apostle to the Gentiles at this 
time gives credence to the idea that he heard a 
voice, as is recorded in all three accounts in Acts 
(9:46; 22:7-8; 26:14-18). It is, however, possible 
that references to the voice are Luke’s extrapola- 
tions from what is said in the Pauline Letters. As 
for Paul, he treats the appearance as an actual and 
valid revelation of Jesus Christ, one that conveyed 
authority for his missionary endeavors. 


H. Acts and Paul 


It is not often recognized how much of what is 
tacitly assumed to be reliable knowledge of Paul is 
dependent upon the book of Acts. For example, a 
clear statement of Paul's conversion experience on 
the Damascus road, the itinerary of his several mis- 
sionary journeys, the Hellenistic side of his back- 
ground and experience, including his coming from 
Tarsus and his Roman citizenship—all of these are 
found primarily, if not exclusively, in Acts, not in 
the Pauline Letters. Consequently, critical scholar- 
ship has often raised questions about whether these 
are accurate depictions of Paul. There are a num- 
ber of other items related to Paul’s life and experi- 
ence that are only known from Acts and that criti- 
cal scholarship doubts even more seriously, such as 
his numerous public speeches—for example, at Ath- 
ens (Acts 17:22-31). This raises several important 
questions regarding the relationship between the 
Paul of Acts and the Paul of his letters. 

The traditional view of Acts’ authorship is that 
it is the second of two volumes composed by a trav- 
eling companion of Paul, Luke the physician. This 
authorship is attested since the second century in 
church tradition (see ch. 8, sec. 4, above). This tra- 
dition is reasonably early, but it must be recognized 
that the Gospel and Acts are formally anonymous, 
and so certainty regarding authorship cannot be 
established. Scholars have debated the evidence for 
and against the traditional view, recognizing vari- 
ous amounts of credibility in Paul’s references to 
Luke among Paul’s faithful companions (Col 4:14; 
2 Tim 4:11; PhIm 24). Nevertheless, the majority of 
scholars would probably give more credibility to 
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the traditional view of Lukan authorship. Further 
support for Lukan authorship is often found in the 
“we” passages of Acts (16:10-17; 20:5-15; 21:1-18; 
27:1-29; 28:1-16). 

Critical scholarship of the last hundred years, 
however, has called this traditional authorial attri- 
bution into question. The thought that the author 
of Luke—Acts was a physician can no longer be de- 
finitively supported from the text itself, since the 
so-called medical language found in Luke~Acts is 
typical of Luke's level and style of writing, and the 
majority of references to Luke as Paul’s traveling 
companion are found in what are frequently called 
deuteropauline books, that is, books that were not 
necessarily written by Paul but, quite possibly, sig- 
nificantly later (these books often include 1, 2 Tim- 
othy and Titus [the so-called Pastoral Epistles], Ephe- 
sians, Colossians, and 2 Thessalonians; see sec. 6, 
below, and ch. 10 under the individual letters). 
Furthermore, there are a number of ways of ex- 


_plaining the use of the “we” passages, and the first- 


hand account is only one of them. These passages 
have been viewed as a fictional device to tell of a 
sea voyage or as an indication of the redactional 
activity of the author, and they have been thought 
to point to the incorporation of a source document 
or the author’s own firsthand account. Even if they 
are thought to represent a firsthand account (the 
language does not necessarily mean an eyewit- 
ness), the most that can be argued is that another 
source is being used. It does not resolve the issue of 
authorship.** 

Important for the relation of Paul to Acts are a 
number of questions regarding the accuracy and 
reliability of Acts in relation to what is known 
about Paul through his letters. A number of ele- 
ments seem to some scholars to be so at odds with 
the picture of Paul gained through his own letters 
as to raise the question whether the person who 
wrote Acts could possibly have been a firsthand 
witness or close acquaintance: 


1. Paul’s literary contribution to the NT is only as a 
letter writer, but the author of Acts never depicts 
Paul as a letter writer. Nowhere in Acts is Paul seen 
carrying on the kind of ministry that is depicted in 
his letters, that is, maintaining and guarding his re- 
lationships with his churches through his epistolary 
correspondence. Paul certainly is depicted in Acts as 
being pastorally concerned for his churches (e.g., 
Acts 15:36, 41), but this does not include the sending 
of letters. Furthermore, the author of Acts, regardless 
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of his possible knowledge of Paul's writing activities, 
does not use the letters in any clear way. 


2. In the letters, Paul never explicitly mentions his 
missionary strategy as including visiting synagogues, 
but in Acts it is clear that Paul begins many of his 
preaching ministries in cities by attending the syna- 
gogue (e.g., Salamis in 13:5, Pisidian Antioch in 13:14, 
Iconium in 14:1, Thessalonica in 17:1-2, Beroea in 
17:10, Athens in 17:17, Corinth in 18:4, and Ephesus 
in 18:19), Paul’s statement that he was flogged five 
times (2 Cor 11:24) indicates that during this time he 
placed himself under the rules of the synagogue. 


3. According to his own words in his letters, Paul ap- 
parently was not able to convince his audiences with 
his speeches on several occasions (e.g., 2 Cor 10:10, 
but with due care in interpreting this passage), even 
though in Acts Paul is portrayed as a highly con- 
vincing rhetorician (Acts 13:9-11, 16-41; 14:15-17; 
17:22-31; 22:1-21; 24:10-21; 26:2-26), whose speeches 
have elicited analysis from a rhetorical perspective. 


4. Paul never mentions his Roman citizenship in the 
letters, but in Acts his citizenship is a crucial item of 
information that he cites at several significant junc- 
tures, especially whén his safety is being threatened 
by what he sees as unjust charges (e.g., at Philippi in 
16:37, at Jerusalem in 22:25, and at Caesarea in 25:11). 


5. One would not be able to gather from Acts that 
Paul jealously guarded his apostleship with regard to 
the Corinthian church, warranting the kind of epis- 
tolary exchange that we find in the letters them- 
selves (e.g., 1 Cor 9:1-18; Gal 1:1; 1:11-2:10). 


These kinds of contrasts can be overdrawn, 
however. In Acts, we see Paul, for example, estab- 
lishing the churches in Asia Minor on the outward 
portion of his first missionary journey and then vis- 
iting these same churches on the return journey 
(Acts 13:13-14:25). The second missionary journey 
is said in Acts to have come about from a desire by 
Paul to revisit the churches he had founded earlier 
(Acts 15:36). Acts does not depict the nature of the 
conflict at Corinth, but Acts does depict Paul in 
conflict at times—for instance, at Ephesus (Acts 
19). And since Acts was written, by all accounts, 
after the conflict with the Corinthian church had 
been resolved sufficiently for Paul to write Romans 
from there, in all likelihood, only a year later, per- 
haps the author—who admittedly emphasizes Paul’s 
triumphs—thought it unnecessary to retain this 
disappointing memory. This tendency to idealiza- 
tion perhaps accounts for the difference in depict- 
ing Paul's rhetorical skills—the author of Acts sees 
Paul's ultimate triumphs, whereas Paul himself, in 
the middle of his conflicts, or perhaps even for rhe- 
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torical reasons, downplays his abilities (e.g., 2 Cor 
10:10).*° It is probably fair to say that Acts empha- 
sizes the Hellenistic side of Paul more than the let- 
ters, which in many ways, at least regarding per- 
sonal details of his life, emphasize the Jewish side. 

Second, the emphases of Acts and Paul's letters 
are different. For example, in Acts Paul has fre- 
quent contact with Romans, so it is appropriate to 
discuss his citizenship in the context of his arrest 
and their safeguarding him. In several of his letters, 
Paul is keen to emphasize his role as an apostle to 
groups of Christians. For example, his conflicts 
with the Judaizers of Galatia and with the oppo- 
nents at Corinth revolve around his calling as an 
apostle. Paul clearly sees himself as an apostle in 
his letters and uses that term (see, e.g., Rom 1:1; 
11:13; 1 Cor 1:1; 4:9; 9:1, 2; 15:9; 2 Cor 1:1; 11:5; 
12:11, 12; Gal 1:1; etc.). This is not an emphasis in 
Acts, although Acts does not deny his apostolic 
calling (see Acts 13:4; 14:4, 14). It is noted by some 
that in Acts the depictions of Paul’s conversion are 
all different from each other in some essential de- 
tails—for example, concerning what his traveling 
companions saw or heard, or the lack of an empha- 
sis on Paul’s seeing Christ, items found in his let- 
ters (see 1 Cor 9:1; 15:8; Gal 1:15-16).4” The problem 
whether Acts is internally consistent is, of course, 
not directly a problem of the Pauline Letters. Re- 
garding these depictions in Acts, one must clarify 
what it means when they say that Paul saw a light 
and whether it was not possible for this experience 
to have been interpreted by him as his vision of 
Christ. It seems very likely that it was. 

Third, there appear to be several differences in 
theological emphasis in Acts and the Pauline Let- 
ters. For example, it has been noted that in Acts 
Paul uses arguments from natural theology on sev- 
eral occasions, as in his speeches to the philoso- 
phers on the Areopagus (Acts 17:22-31) and to the 
people of Lystra, who wanted to worship Paul and 
Barnabas as gods (Acts 14:15-17). A negative ex- 
ample is the lack of emphasis in Acts on Christ's 
death, which is a major theological emphasis in the 
Pauline Letters. Paul makes Christ’s death founda- 
tional for his theology, but it does not appear to be 
one of his major emphases in Acts. In his letters, 
Paul sees a relationship between the law and sin 
(Gal 3:19; Rom 4:13-16; 5:20; 1 Cor 15:26; 2 Cor 
3:6), but in Acts, Paul is seen as performing some 
legalistic rituals—circumcising Timothy (Acts 16:1-3; 
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but cf. Gal 5:2), taking a vow and cutting off his 
hair (Acts 18:18), and performing acts of purifica- 
tion in the temple (21:26). These differences in em- 
phasis, however, do not necessarily mean that Acts 
contradicts the Pauline Letters. Luke’s theology 
may simply have been different from Paul’s. In ad- 
dition, Paul does use a naturalistic argument in 
Rom 1:18-32, where he depicts the general deprav- 
ity of humanity, and this argument is foundational 
to the entire discussion in Romans. Finally, refer- 
ences to the death of Christ, though few in Acts, 
are not unknown; Acts 20:28, for instance, refers to 
the blood of Christ. 

Fourth, it seems that the major difficulties be- 
tween Acts and Paul’s letters revolve around the 
chronological and historical details, which do not 
seem to match up. For example, there is no “pain- 
ful visit” (2 Cor 2:1) from Ephesus to Corinth re- 
corded in Acts during Paul’s lengthy stay in 
Ephesus (Acts 19). Paul’s stay in Arabia (Gal 
1:15-17) is not developed in Acts. Galatians (1:18; 
2:1) mentions only two visits to Jerusalem after his 
conversion, whereas Acts records three (9:26; 11:30 
with 12:25; 15:2-30). It is highly debated how the 
Jerusalem Council of Acts 15 fits in with the events 
recorded in Gal 2. Some argue that the visit of Gal 2 
is the one recorded in Acts 15, while others contend 
that it is the visit of Acts 11:30 and 12:25. Paul 
mentions that he suffered (2 Cor 1:8; 11:23-28) in 
ways that the book of Acts does not mention. Acts 
closes with Paul concluding a two-year imprison- 
ment, apparently looking forward to release. This 
and his imprisonment for two years in Caesarea 
(Acts 23-26), together with a night in a Philippian 
jail (Acts 16:22—39), are his only imprisonments re- 
corded in Acts. This raises the question of how to 
fit the so-called Prison Epistles into this chronol- 
ogy. Five of Paul’s letters can be categorized as im- 
prisonment letters—Colossians, Philemon, Ephesians, 
Philippians, and 2 Timothy—although even by a 
traditional view of authorship and chronology they 
are not all apparently from the same imprisonment. 
A traditional position is that Colossians, Philemon, 
Ephesians, and probably Philippians were written 
from a Roman imprisonment. (The view that Paul 
was imprisoned in Ephesus, the next most likely, 
does not have an explicit episode to point to in the 
account in Acts.) This leaves the question of where 
in the chronology to place the Pastoral Epistles, as 
2 Timothy is also apparently an imprisonment epis- 


tle. This has suggested a second imprisonment the- 
ory, according to which Paul was released from his 
Roman imprisonment after Acts ends (after Acts 
was written?) and then began another itinerant 
ministry before a second Roman imprisonment and 
execution under Nero (after A.D. 64) (Eusebius, 
Hist. eccl. 2.22.1—-8). In another historical difference 
between Acts and Paul’s letters, Paul’s stay in Ara- 
bia (Gal 1:15-17) is not mentioned in Acts, but it 
must be said that this is not an important detail in 
the letters either. Perhaps of greater interest is the 
account of various sufferings in 2 Cor 11:23-28, 
which finds no correlatives in Acts. 

Many of these points are items of curiosity 
where it would be desirable to have more details, 
but they do not necessarily bring Acts into contra- 
diction with the Pauline Letters. They provide a 
challenge to the interpreter to weigh the evidence 
fairly from the several sources and to construct a 
reasonable chronology (see sec. 3, below). 


2. THE PRIMARY TEACHINGS AND 
THOUGHT OF PAUL 


A. The Background to Paul’s Thought 


In considering the formative influences on Paul’s 
thought, we must remember the nature of the an- 
cient Greco-Roman world. This world was not one 
in which Judaic and Greco-Roman culture stood 
side by side as equals. It was a huge world, primar- 
ily as a result of Alexander's conquests, with sur- 
prisingly dense communication and trade holding 
it together. Alexander the Great had been instru- 
mental in establishing Greek as the lingua franca, 
or common language, of the Hellenistic world 
through his ambitious program of conquest, which 
extended from Greece proper down to Egypt and 
east toward India. Where the language of the con- 
querors went, so did their social institutions and 
culture, since language is the single most impor- 
tant tool in the establishment of society and the 
spread of culture. Even though he was not able to 
consolidate his rule after his spectacular conquests, 
and his empire was divided among four generals 
soon after his death at thirty-three (323 B.C.), Alex- 
ander’s love of Greek culture (Aristotle had been 
his teacher) had a lasting effect. Wherever he went, 
Greek culture and influence followed, and they had 


a pervasive influence on the conquered as the in- 
digenous people strove to establish useful relation- 
ships with the conquerors. In linguistic terms, 
Greek was the “prestige” language, spoken by sol- 
diers, merchants, traders, and anyone who wanted 
to profitably coexist or even thrive with them. Jews 
were involved in most avenues of Hellenistic life; 
they even served as mercenaries in the armies of 
the Hellenistic world (see 1 Macc 11:41-51; cf. 10:36), 
besides being actively engaged in various forms of 
business. Not only did Alexander leave the legacy 
of Greek language on these disparate peoples; he 
left a strong cultural heritage, including the orga- 
nization of cities and government.*® 

The Hellenistic world was one of great accom- 
plishments in many areas. For example, important 
philosophical schools developed, such as Stoicism; 
a huge amount of literature was written; genuine 
literary scholarship was practiced in Alexandria, 
centered upon its tremendous library; and theoreti- 
cal science developed such things as geometry, 
whereby the circumference of the earth was calcu- 
lated (the calculation was in error but only because 
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one of the factors was inaccurate). The Greek 
educational system was emulated throughout the 
Hellenistic world. A gymnasium was built near the 
temple in Jerusalem in the second century B.C. To 
give some idea of the influence of Greek culture 
even upon the Jews, since exercise in the gymna- 
sium was done naked and since the Greeks and 
Romans considered circumcision to be a form of 
bodily mutilation, some Jews reportedly attempted 
to have their circumcision surgically masked (called 
epispasm; 1 Macc 1:14-15). The Hasmoneans had 
been, essentially, local Hellenistic rulers, and this 
acceptance of Greek culture by the bulk of the Jew- 
ish population continued for several centuries, in- 
cluding under the Herodian rulers. It was only 
after the Bar Kokhba revolt of A.D. 132-135 that Ju- 
daism turned decisively away from Hellenism. The 
ancient world before the time of Alexander had 
been, for the most part, less well unified; now people 
could conceivably be citizens of the world, not simply 
citizens of a particular city. But this expansiveness also 
brought a backlash in the form of an emphasis upon 
the individual, as many people felt alienated and 
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insignificant in such a vast and incomprehensible 
world. Partly as a result, the Greco-Roman world 
was dominated by superstition and syncretism, in 
which numerous kinds and ways of belief were 
often indiscriminately joined together by people as 
they sought spiritual meaning. It was within this 
larger context, dominated by Greek and Roman 
culture and religion, that Judaism existed as just 
one form of belief among many. In many ways, 
Jews were respected by others for their system of 
belief, and hence there were those who wished to 
emulate Jewish morality and theology. This did not 
keep the Jews above suspicion, however, not only 
in Palestine, where the Romans and the Greeks be- 
fore them had always had trouble with rebellion 
and insurrection, but in other places in the empire 
as well, such as Rome, where the Jews were ex- 
pelled en masse probably in A.D. 49 by an edict of 
the Emperor Claudius, and Alexandria, where simi- 
lar conflicts arose. As a result, it is unfair to evalu- 
ate Paul's thinking in terms of a simple either/or 
regarding Hellenistic and Jewish elements. Indeed, 
the more the topic is explored, the more it must be 
recognized that the Judaism of the turn of the era 
was Hellenistic Judaism, even the forms practiced 
in Palestine. When we turn to Paul’s writings, 
such a balance is certainly found.*? 


1. Hellenistic Elements in Paul’s Writings 


Greek was one of Paul's first languages (the 
other was Aramaic). He probably spoke Greek not 
only at home but also in his dealings outside his 
own home while he lived in Tarsus. After all, Greek 
was the language of communication of even Dias- 
pora Judaism during the Hellenistic period. The 
translation of the Hebrew Bible into what became 
known as the Septuagint (LXX) was begun in Egypt 
during the third century B.C. out of recognition 
that most of the Jews living there were linguisti- 
cally incapable of understanding, or meaningfully 
worshipping in, their religious language, Hebrew. 
So the largest and most ambitious translation pro- 
ject of the Greek and Roman world was begun, ex- 
tending over the next two centuries; the entire 
translation was completed probably sometime in 
the first century B.C.? Some Diaspora Jews may 
have been able to worship in Hebrew or Aramaic, 
but the vast majority worshipped in Greek. Even 
though there was more Aramaic spoken in Pales- 


tine by Jews than elsewhere, it is estimated that, of 
the Jewish population of Jerusalem itself, a mini- 
mum of 15-20 percent spoke Greek as their first 
language (this says nothing of the non-Jewish pop- 
ulation, which would have almost certainly spoken 
Greek), and many more than this would have had 
a secondary bilingual capacity, acquired in order to 
conduct business and commerce with the domi- 
nant surrounding Greco-Roman culture. In other 
regions of Palestine, such as the Decapolis or many 
of the truly Hellenistic cities, such as Caesarea, 
Tiberias, or Sepphoris in Galilee, Greek would have 
been predominant, even for Jews. Other areas of 
the Roman east, such as Arabia, witnessed signifi- 
cant usage of Greek. Jewish funerary inscriptions 
give substantial evidence of the influence of Greek 
language upon the Jewish population worldwide. 
Fully 75 percent of the extant Jewish tombs in 
Rome from the first century B.C. to the fourth cen- 
tury A.D. use Greek for their epitaphs. In Palestine, 
55-60 percent of the extant tomb inscriptions, from 
mostly the first to fifth centuries A.D., are written in 
Greek; roughly 40 percent of those in Jerusalem it- 
self are in Greek.”! 

Paul was born and reared in this Hellenistic 
world. It is therefore not surprising that all of Paul’s 
writings are in Greek. Since Greek was the lingua 
franca, Paul had the reasonable expectation that 
wherever he wrote in the world of his time, he 
could communicate if he wrote in Greek. Perhaps a 
similar instance is found in a letter written by an 
associate of the Jewish rebel Bar Kokhba to several 
of his deputies regarding supplies. He writes in 
lines 11-15 that “[the letter] is written how[ever] in 
Greek because th[e de]sir[e or th[e oppo|rtuni[ty (?) 
was not to be flou]nd in Hebrew to w{ritle.”** This 
rebel of the Jewish cause against Rome wrote here 
in Greek rather than Hebrew, implying that it was 
more effort, or there were fewer people available, to 
write in Hebrew. The writer had every expectation 
that the readers would be able to understand his 
letter. Even though Jewish literature was not read 
extensively outside their own circles, Jewish writers 
often wrote in Greek, even for their religious litera- 
ture. Ben Sira reputedly translated his grandfa- 
ther’s work from a Semitic language into Greek in 
Egypt; parts of the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs 
were composed in Greek; in Palestine, additions to 
Daniel and Esther were made in Greek; and 1 Esdras 
and 2 Maccabees are thought to have been originally 
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composed there in Greek. A number of Jewish 
works, including 2 Esdras and Judith, have survived 
predominantly in Greek, although they were prob- 
ably originally composed in Hebrew.>° 

Besides writing in Greek, Paul utilized one of 
the common literary forms exploited by the Helle- 
nistic world: the letter. The Hellenistic letter, like 
the letter of today, had established forms, which 
consisted of various sections and various formulae 
used in these sections. Paul qualifies as one of the 
great masters of the Hellenistic letter form, adapt- 
ing the set form to his particular purposes. He 
wrote personal letters (e.g., to Philemon), but he 
also apparently originated and developed the eccle- 
siastical letter, the letter to a church. Although 
there were standard forms of address, Paul devel- 
oped his own formula, which theologizes the stan- 
dard letter opening—"“grace and peace.” He also 
used two other sections of the letter—the thanksgiving 
and the parenesis (= admonitory material)}—as a way 
of emphasizing Christian ethical standards. (More 
is said about the letter form in section 4, below.) 

Within the letter form, Paul also made use of 
several other well-known literary conventions of 
the time. Two in particular are worth noting: the 
diatribe, and vice and virtue lists. 

The diatribe is a communication technique, or 
possibly even a literary genre, that was developed 
by Cynic and Stoic philosophers during the Helle- 
nistic period.*4 It is a dialogical form in which a 
teacher and student(s) engage in a verbal question- 
and-answer exchange in order to learn more about 
the subject being discussed. Along with this basic 
dialogical format, there are a number of other lin- 
guistic features, such as hortatory forms (“let us. . .”) 
to create pleas to action; particular connective words, 
including strong contrastive ones (“but”); antithet- 
ical and parallel statements; rhetorical questions; 
and words of direct address. A number of ancient 
authors used the diatribe, the most famous perhaps 
being the ex-slave and philosopher Epictetus. > His 
diatribes have obviously been put into literary form 
in his writings (perhaps by Arrian, who wrote his 
teaching down), but they appear to reflect, at several 
points, actual conversations. Probably the form origi- 
nated in philosophical literature, reflecting a class- 
room or instructional environment, and then was 
taken over in the synagogue for pedagogical purposes. 

Paul has several sustained sections of diatribe, 
in particular Rom 1-1] and sections in 1 and 2 Cor. 


In his writings, the discussion may reflect genuine 
questions being asked by those in the churches to 
which he writes, but his diatribes are not transcrip- 
tions of actual conversations. Paul creates his op- 
ponent, who raises crucial questions and objections 
to which his narrative voice profitably responds. 
Paul often addresses this literary creation as “man” 
or “you,” with the single individual often standing 
for a group that thinks or acts similarly. As an ex- 
ample, here is Rom 3:1-8 laid out in diatribe fash- 
ion (Q = Paul’s dialogical partner; P = Paul’s narra- 
tive response): 


Q: What therefore is the advantage of being a Jew, or 
what is the advantage of circumcision? 


P: Much in every way! First, they have been en- 
trusted with the words of God. 


Q: But what if some do not have faith? Their lack of 
faith won't nullify God’s faithfulness, will it? 


P: Certainly not! Let God be true and every man a 
liar—as it is written: “So that you may be justified in 
your words and will prevail in your judging.” 


Q: But if our unrighteousness establishes God’s righ- 
teousness, what shall we say? The God who brings 
his wrath is not unjust, is he? (I am using a human 
argument.) 


P: Certainly not! How will God then judge the world? 
“If the truth of God by my falsehood multiplies into 
his glory, why am I still condemned as a sinner?” 
Why not—as we are being slandered and as some 
claim that we say—“Let us do evil things so that 
good things may come about”? Their condemnation 
is deserved. 


The form of the diatribe is well illustrated by 
this reconstructed dialogue, all written by Paul 
himself. 

Paul also makes use of vice and virtue lists. 
Such lists were especially used by Stoic philoso- 
phers in moral exhortation to catalogue or inven- 
tory personal vices and virtues.” They were not 
meant to be comprehensive lists of all of the in- 
stances of a particular category, but give represen- 
tative examples as a means of focusing on the 
particular subject. Sometimes the lists are of char- 
acter traits; other times they are personified. In ei- 
ther case, the effect is designed to be the same. 
Their use by Paul is in keeping with Stoic philoso- 
phy, by which the world is seen to function accord- 
ing to rational principles and the goal of human life 
is to align oneself with the divine rational spirit. In- 
stances of virtue lists in the letters attributed to 
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Paul are found in 2 Cor 6:6-7, Phil 4:6-9, and Eph 
4:2-3. Examples of vice lists are found in Rom 
1:29-31, 13:13; 1 Cor 5:10-11; Eph 4:31-32, 5:3-5; 1 
Tim 1:9-10, 6:4-5; and Titus 1:7-10. A good ex- 
ample of the use of a vice list and a virtue list to- 
gether is in Gal 5:19-23: 


Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, 
impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, 
strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, 
envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. 
I am warning you, as I warned you before: those 
who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of 
God. By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against 
such things. (NRSV) 


Paul not only uses Greek literary forms and 
conventions; his thought also illustrates well some 
of the principles of Hellenistic thought. In the early 
twentieth century, emphasis was placed on how 
Paul’s thinking was similar to that of a variety of 
Greco-Roman mystery religions.*® Mystery religions 
are not well understood because, by definition, they 
were private religious cults that apparently prac- 


ticed secretive initiation procedures in which the 
initiates became in some way intimately involved 
with the god, often through a ritual that may have 
included some sort of a baptismlike practice. Our 
best-known source is the Hermetic Corpus, but this 
is much later than the NT and was probably influ- 
enced by the NT rather than the other way around. 
There is little basis for claiming that Paul was in 
any way influenced by these religious practices, al- 
though some of the writings attributed to Paul may 
reflect a response to them. For example, in Eph 
5:18, the author implores his readers not to be 
drunk with wine but to be filled with the Holy 
Spirit. This language is similar in ways to that in 
Euripides’ Bacchae (line 281, but cf. 278-301; cf. Plu- 
tarch, Def. orac. 40.432E) about Dionysus, the god 
of wine, one of the most widely read texts of the 
Greco-Roman world and instrumental in several 
religious cults. The author of Ephesians, however, 
may merely be countering a tendency in the 
Ephesian church to engage in indulgent practices. 
More can be made of parallels in thought between 
the Stoics and Paul. This is not because Pauline 
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thought is Stoic in orientation but because Paul 
and Stoic (and other) philosophers were concerned 
with similar kinds of issues. If the account in Acts 
17 is historical (and there is good reason to think 
that it is),°? then there is direct evidence that Paul 
engaged in philosophico-religious discussion with 
philosophers of the day, including Stoics and Epicu- 
reans, and that many—though not all—of his con- 
cerns would have found a sympathetic ear. The 
speech in Acts 17 is crafted in such a way that it be- 
gins from the kind of argument that would have 
found general apologetic acceptance with these 
philosophers. It is only when resurrection is men- 
tioned that objections are raised. As mentioned 
above, Stoic thought was concerned with how one 
lived a life aligned with the pervasive divine ratio- 
nal force. In Stoic thought there is also a tension 
between divine necessity and human responsibil- 
ity, well captured in Cleanthes’ Hymn to Zeus, lines 
26-29. These are the kinds of topics that any reli- 
gious system must come to terms with, and as did 
the Stoics, so did Paul. There are several examples 
where similarities of thought are present. For ex- 
ample, in Rom 7:15 Paul struggles aloud with the 
dilemma of fighting against one’s own will: “I do 
not understand my own actions. For I do not do 
what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.” The 
Stoic Epictetus (Diatr. 2.26.4) speaks of a similar 
human dilemma: “What he wants he does not do 
and what he does not want he does.” In 1 Cor 
14:25, Paul speaks of God being within or among 
human beings. Seneca reflects similar thought when 
he says, “God is near you, he is with you, he is in 
you” (Ep. 41.1) and, “A holy spirit resides within 
us” (Ep. 41.2). In Rom 9:1, Paul speaks of the 
human conscience confirming the truth of what he 
is saying. Again, Seneca says, “Nor can I consent 
to such things with a clear conscience” (Ep. 117.19." 

With such philosophical thinking in the air, it 
is not surprising to see reflections about what con- 
stitutes the virtuous person. In Greek thought, and 
later in Roman, there was persistent speculation 
about what virtues (dpetat, aretai) characterized 
the virtuous person. These virtues gave grounds for 
boasting. Paul appears to have been influenced by 
such debate, but he has transformed it into its neg- 
ative form, downgrading the convention of boast- 
ing in one’s virtues and emphasizing what would 
have been looked down upon in contemporary so- 
ciety as virtueless. For example, in 2 Cor 10-13 (see 
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also Phil 3:46), Paul turns traditional claims to 
fame on their head when he begins by characteriz- 
ing himself as meek and gentle (10:1). Paul defends 
his apostolic ministry by recounting what distin- 
guishes his ministry, including his litany of abuses 
in 11:22-29. He begins in 11:21 by rhetorically stat- 
ing, “But whatever anyone dares to boast of—I am 
speaking as a fool—I also dare to boast of that.” 
And he concludes in 11:30 by declaring, “If I must 
boast, I will boast of the things that show my 
weakness.” Similarly, in Rom 5:3-5, Paul states a 
progressive and climactic series of Christian virtues 
that distinguish the believer: “we also boast in our 
sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endur- 
ance, and endurance produces character, and char- 
acter produces hope, and hope does not disappoint 
us, because God’s love has been poured into our 
hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given 
to us."° 

Paul’s logic and means of argumentation are 
also full of Hellenistic features (see also on the dia- 
tribe, above). Two of them will be selected here for 
special mention: his literary style and his literary 
imagery. As mentioned above, there is varied opin- 
ion among scholars regarding the influence of clas- 
sical rhetoric upon Paul. Some scholars come very 
close to arguing that Paul was in essence a Greek 
rhetorician or speechwriter who committed his work 
to paper, but this is probably not the best explana- 
tion of his work. It is certainly true that Paul’s let- 
ters are persuasive, but this is probably less be- 
cause he used rhetoricians’ genres or forms of or- 
ganization or development than because he simply 
knew how to create a convincing argument that 
utilized the logical capacity of language.” For ex- 
ample, the logical outline of the book of Romans 
gives good evidence of how Paul’s mind worked. 
Within the body of the letter he begins by describ- 
ing the human predicament that requires God's re- 
sponse (1:18—-3:20)—a treatment divided into three 
sections, progressing from a general indictment of 
humanity, to an implication of the moral person, 
and finally even to condemnation of the Jew. Then 
Paul presents the solution to a person’s legal prob- 
lem of incurring the wrath of God (3:21-4:25), Paul 
moves from there to dealing with a person’s legal 
and personal relationship with God, which he 
characterizes as reconciliation, and which brings a 
person full circle by overcoming the legal and per- 
sonally alienating effects of Adam’s sin through 
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Christ’s work on the cross (5:1-21). Paul then dis- 
cusses the implications of this changed status by 
discussing more fully what it means to participate 
in a personal relationship with God, characterized 
as life in the Spirit (6:1-8:39).°? He concludes the 
body of the letter by selecting one crucial example, 
that of Israel, to illustrate the faithfulness of God to 
his promises of election. This logical pattern pro- 
vides what many have found to be a compelling ar- 
gument, but the pattern does not conform to any of 
the established patterns of classical rhetoric, even 
though it makes significant use of a number of fea- 
tures of persuasive discourse, including the exemplum 
or paradigm (4:1-25 on Abraham; 5:12-21 on 
Adam) and the diatribe (chs. 1-11). 

Paul also utilizes various stylistic features: par- 
allelism (e.g., Rom 3:21—26); metaphor and simile (1 
Cor 12:12ff.; 2 Tim 4:6); synecdoche and metonymy, 
where a part or related item stands for the whole 
(Rom 5:9, where Paul uses “by his blood” as a 
metonym for death; and 2 Cor 3:15, where Moses 
stands for the entire Pentateuch); antonomasia, 
where a substitute name is used (Rom 5:14, where 
“the one who was to come” describes Christ); irony 
(Phim 9); litotes, a form of understatement (Rom 
1:16); apostrophe, or direct address (Rom 7:1, etc.); 
and many others.®* This is not to deny that Paul 
also uses some of the other means seen in the rhet- 
oricians for creating and structuring an argument. 
But he does not do so in a systematic way that 
would distinguish him as a classical rhetorician, 
any more than any other persuasive writer of the 
time. For example, as a means of proving his argu- 
ment, Paul appeals to his character (790s, éthos), 
as in Philemon, especially vv. 8-9. Paul also will 
appeal to emotion (mdé80¢, pathos) should the occa- 
sion warrant it, as in Gal 1:6-9. Of course, he also 
uses reason or logic (A6yos, logos)—for instance, in 
the exemplum, or example (Rom 4:]—25; 5:12-21); 
the syllogism, a form of argument with major and 
minor premises (1 Thess 4); and various forms of 
definition.©° 

To substantiate points, Paul frequently appeals 
to various institutions of the Hellenistic world, show- 
ing his connection to the culture around him and 
illustrating the relevance of what he is saying to 
the world in which the churches he addresses live. 
Without going into significant detail, we can men- 
tion a few of these images: Greek political terminol- 
ogy (Phil 1:27; 3:20; Eph 2:19), Greek games (Phil 


2:16; 3:14; 1 Cor 9:24—27; 2 Cor 4:8-9; 2 Tim 4:7), 
Greek commercial terminology (Phlm 18; Col 2:14), 
Greek legal terminology (Gal. 3:15; 4:1-2; Rom 
7:1-3; 13:6), the slave trade (1 Cor 7:22; Rom 7:14), 
and Hellenistic celebrations in honor of the em- 
peror (2 Cor 2:15-16; 1 Thess 2:19; Col 2:15; cf. 
Josephus, War 7.132-133, 148-157). 


2. Jewish Elements in Paul’s Writings 


Paul was a Jew, as emphasized above, but he 
was a Diaspora Jew, and so several of the charac- 
teristics of his approach to theological matters may 
almost seem as much Hellenistic as they do Jewish. 
Nevertheless it is worth noting a number of fea- 
tures of Paul’s thinking that seem to reflect Jewish 
thought and influence. 

The single most noticeable Jewish influence 
upon Paul’s thinking and writing is clearly the OT. 
There are two major ways in which the OT informs 
Paul’s thinking. The first is through direct quota- 
tion, and the second is through allusion and indi- 
rect quotation, in which the OT becomes a part of 
the framework of Paul's thinking.°” He directly 
quotes the OT numerous times, including eighty- 
eight direct quotations in Romans, 1 and 2 Corin- 
thians, and Galatians alone. Romans has fifty-three 
direct quotations. 

There are two important factors to consider 
with regard to Paul’s quotation of the OT. The first 
is that Paul does not hesitate to quote the OT even 
when he is writing to churches that are predomi- 
nantly or even perhaps almost exclusively Gentile 
in composition. It is true that there probably were 
some Jews in virtually all of the Pauline churches, 
except perhaps the one at Philippi (Acts 16:13 may 
indicate, however, the presence of a synagogue in 
that city), but it is still significant that the use of 
the OT figures large in his thinking. There are sev- 
eral possible explanations for this. Some scholars 
think that there was perhaps more Jewish presence 
in some of these churches than has been tradition- 
ally thought. There is significant discussion, for ex- 
ample, concerning the composition of the church 
in Rome (see ch. 10, sec. 2.F, below). But when it is 
considered that the major sections citing or allud- 
ing to the OT are almost indisputably addressed to 
the Gentile faction (see Rom 9-11; 14:1-15:13), this 
explanation seems insufficient. A second explana- 
tion is that the Jewish Scriptures were so influen- 


tial even in the non-Jewish world that Paul could 
count on the Gentile population’s familiarity with 
them. This explanation would make better sense if 
it could be shown that most of Paul’s Gentile converts 
were members of the group called the Godfearers, 
those Gentiles who had respect for Jewish moral 
and theological life but were unwilling to commit 
themselves to full membership as proselytes (which 
required circumcision). There were almost assur- 
edly some Godfearers among the converts, but the 
evidence (or lack of it) from the Pauline Letters 
leaves this explanation short of substantiation. Per- 
haps the most likely explanation has less to do with 
Paul’s audience than it does with Paul himself. It 
seems more likely that Paul’s mind and theological 
attitude were so suffused with biblical thinking— 
since much of what we now call the OT was the 
Bible of both Judaism and Christianity at this 
time—that he often simply could not construct an 
argument without exploring its theological and 
hence biblical basis and implications. For just one 
small example, when it came to defining God’s 
mercy, even though he was addressing primarily 
Gentiles whom he had not met (and therefore 
whose biblical literacy he did not know), Paul cited 
the OT—Hos 2:23, 1:10, Isa 10:22—23; 1:9—in Rom 
9:25~29 (see ch. 10, below, on the founding and na- 
ture of the Roman church). Paul relies upon the OT 
to substantiate what he is arguing, even if the text 
would have been unfamiliar to his readers. 

The second major factor to consider is that the 
version of the OT that Paul seems to cite the most is 
what we call the LXx. In some instances, it is diffi- 
cult to know which version Paul may be citing, 
since he apparently felt free to adapt the text to his 
particular context or may have been using another 
version entirely; generally speaking, however, the 
Greek version is the basis of his citations. A good 
example of the potential difficulty in sorting out 
Paul's use of the OT is found at 1 Cor 15:54—55, 
where Paul combines versions of Isa 25:8 and Hos 
13:14. For the most part, the citation is a composite 
of the LXX and the Hebrew version of the OT, except 
for the word “victory,” which Paul seems to have 
introduced if it was not from a source now un- 
known to us. Paul apparently felt free to provide 
his interpretation of the text in a nonrigid way, cre- 
ating one continuous, well-structured quotation. 
In this use of the OT Paul is unlike a number of his 
contemporary Jewish interpreters of Scripture, who 
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tended to base their interpretation upon specific 
wording or phrasing, sometimes in a quite literal- 
istic way (there are perhaps some similarities with 
Qumran exegesis), and he is more like a number of 
secular Hellenistic writers of the time, who felt free 
to embellish and alter their citations of classical 
sources. 

Among scholars, one of the most intriguing 
and yet still unsettled issues in NT study focuses 
upon the use of the OT in the NT, now often re- 
ferred to as intertextuality, that is, the way in 
which various texts are related and speak to each 
other.°? In Pauline studies, this difficulty is as prev- 
alent as it is with any other writer. There are at 
least five major means of OT interpretation used by 
Paul.”? (1) In one, the typological, the author, 
Paul, draws an explicit correlation between a per- 
son or event in the OT (the type) and its correlative 
in the work of Jesus Christ (the antitype). The em- 
phasis does not lie on any preconceived idea in the 
mind of the original author how this person or 
event might find some kind of fulfillment in the 
work or ministry of Jesus; this correlation is drawn 
by Paul. A good example is Paul’s use of Ps 112:9 in 
2 Cor 9:9, where he finds in the image of scattering 
abroad a model of generosity to be emulated by 
Christians at Corinth. (2) Pesher interpretation is 
named after the kind of OT interpretation practiced 
at Qumran, in which what was spoken of in the OT 
was seen to be fulfilled in the contemporary cir- 
cumstances of the faith community. In a number of 
passages, Paul makes a similar equation, seeing 
what was foretold in the OT as specifically fulfilled 
in the NT era. For example, in 2 Cor 6:2, he sees the 
day of salvation referred to in his quotation of Isa 
49:8 as having arrived in God’s gracious work in 
Christ. (3) Allegorical interpretation resembles ty- 
pological interpretation in that Paul finds explicit 
points of correlation between the OT antecedent 
and its NT fulfillment, with the difference that the 
points of comparison are more numerous and ex- 
tended. The classic example is the use of Sarah and 
Hagar in Gal 4:21-31, with reference to Gen 16:15; 
21:2. Paul helps the reader to see what he is doing 
by labeling this as allegorical interpretation.”! In 
an extended comparison, Hagar represents the cur- 
rent Jerusalem bound or enslaved to the law of Mt. 
Sinai, and Sarah represents the new Jerusalem 
from above, free from enslavement to the law. In 
several ways, Paul’s use of the allegorical method 
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resembles the kind of interpretation found in the 
contemporary Hellenistic Jewish philosopher Philo 
of Alexandria. Scholars are divided on how closely 
Paul conforms to Philo’s allegorical method, al- 
though it is fair to say that there is more than pass- 
ing resemblance, especially in his treatment of such 
figures as Abraham. (4) In a running commentary, 
another means of interpretation, a number of pas- 
sages may be cited and briefly commented on as 
the author develops his theme. An excellent ex- 
ample of this technique is in Rom 9-11, where Paul 
is developing his theme of God’s faithfulness despite 
Israel’s rejection. Paul marshals scriptural texts 
from throughout the OT in order to develop the 
various stages in his argument, which includes, for 
example, an elucidation of God’s justice and elec- 
tion by citing a number of texts from Exodus and 
the Prophets; a substantiation of Israel’s guilt and 
rejection by citing numerous passages from Deuter- 
onomy and the Prophets; and a concluding de- 
scription of God’s faithfulness by citing a few pas- 
sages from Deuteronomy and Psalms. (5) A fifth 
means of interpretation is midrash. Sometimes 
midrash is used as the generic label to describe any 
form of interpretation of the OT, but here it is dis- 
tinguished as a means of interpretation that was 
commonly found among Paul’s Jewish contempo- 
raries. This method is difficult to characterize but is 
typified by the quotation of a passage and then a 
detailed commentary upon it, often including spe- 
cific treatment of individual words. Paul avails 
himself of midrash on several occasions. He seems 
to make use of this technique in Gal 3:16, where he 
cites the specific use of the singular “seed” in Gen 
12:7, 13:15, and 24:7 to point to Christ. 

If these methods of interpretation are valid as 
applied to Paul, one cannot limit his use of the OT 
to a single model or category. He displayed the kind 
of creative flexibility that takes a given text and 
sees the full possibilities of it for his argument, not 
bound by any one model or method. 

Besides Paul’s explicit use of the OT, mention 
should be made of his allusions or indirect refer- 
ences to Scripture. It is difficult to define an allu- 
sion or indirect quotation; nevertheless, it is hard 
to deny that they exist./* These take a variety of 
forms in Paul, but the most common is probably 
his citation of OT figures. Frequently, as in the Gal 
3 or Rom 4 discussions of Abraham,” these occur 
in conjunction with OT quotations (see above). But 


at other times, Paul simply mentions the figure, 
apparently with the expectation that his readers ei- 
ther know something of the person or can glean 
enough from the context to make the allusion use- 
ful. A number of OT figures were generally known 
in the Greco-Roman world. Moses, probably the 
best known, was thought of as a native or Jewish 
inhabitant of Egypt who was a lawgiver of an infe- 
rior law.”* In 2 Cor 3:7-18, to draw a contrast with 
believers who are able to look directly at the radi- 
ance of the Spirit, Paul appeals to the incident re- 
corded in Exod 34:29-35, where Moses covered his 
face with a veil after being in God’s presence and 
the Israelites were not able to look on him. This 
well illustrates Paul’s interpretive freedom in using 
the OT, because he moves from the veil to the unbe- 
lief of the Israelites, saying that this emblem of lack 
of spiritual perception remains to the current day. 
Paul also uses the figure of Adam, especially in 1 
Cor 15 and Rom 5.”° In Rom 5:12-21 he draws a se- 
ries of contrasts between what Adam accomplished 
through his singular sin and the surpassing accom- 
plishments of Christ. Although knowledge of Adam’s 
sin enhances appreciation of the contrast, Paul ap- 
parently includes sufficient information in the con- 
text for even a person uninformed about the spe- 
cifics of Adam’s sin to make sense of what Paul 
says regarding the greatness of Christ’s work on 
the cross. In another form of indirect quotation or 
allusion, Paul refers to OT passages or even words 
of Jesus. He only explicitly cites words of Jesus on a 
few occasions (e.g., 1 Cor 7:10; 9:14), which has 
raised questions in a number of scholars’ minds, 
What is frequently overlooked, however, is how 
much Paul appears to allude to the words of Jesus, 
in addition to the essential facts of his life, death, 
and resurrection. As Wenham has pointed out, 
there is extensive verbal and thematic allusion in 
Paul’s letters to the thoughts and ideas of Jesus. For 
example, in Rom 13:8-10 Paul apparently alludes 
to Jesus’ words about loving one’s neighbor (Mark 
12:31 and parallels),’° 

Another Jewish influence in Paul is his use of 
forms of rabbinic argumentation and logic (t. Sanh. 
GAly Contemporary rhetoricians debate the ori- 
gin and development of these principles, since most 
of the so-called rabbinic forms of argumentation 
seem to have been derived from Greek sources on 
rhetoric as well. Some of these have been men- 
tioned above. It is not entirely clear when the rab- 
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binic principles of interpretation became formulated, 
but even if they were later than the writing of 
Paul’s letters, there is evidence that the principles 
themselves may well have been used earlier than 
their written codification, since they are found in 
Jesus’ teaching also. In two of the most common of 
these principles used in Paul there is a logical 
movement from the greater to the lesser or from 
the lesser to the greater instances. For example, in 
Rom 5:10, Paul says, “If while we were enemies, we 
were reconciled to God through the death of his 
Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, 
will we be saved by his life.” The implication is 
that, if humans could be made to be at peace with 
God while they were completely at odds with him, 
then once they have been brought into relation 
with him, it is a relatively easy thing to think of 
their salvation. Paul uses the opposite kind of logic 
as well. In 1 Cor 9:9-11, he cites the example of not 
muzzling an ox while it is treading grain (Deut 
25:4), using this relatively trivial example as proof 
that if this kind of rule holds in an insignificant 
case, then how much more can we expect in the 
significant case of a preacher such as Paul getting 
his due. 

The last influence on Paul worth mentioning is 
the synagogue. The history of the synagogue is dif- 
ficult to reconstruct, and a great portion of the evi- 
dence for its physical plan and layout is only found 
in later archaeological remains.’® Nevertheless, the 
synagogue had an important function in Paul’s 
ministry, according to the book of Acts. A crucial 
part of Paul’s missionary strategy was apparently 
to take advantage of the presence of a Jewish syna- 
gogue in the cities he visited on his missionary 
journeys. It is unfortunate that Paul does not men- 
tion his synagogal preaching in his letters, since a 
comparison could then be made with what he is re- 
corded as saying in Acts—for example, in Acts 
13:16-41, when he preached in Pisidian Antioch. 
This omission is a little surprising in light of how 
many Jewish references there are in Paul’s letters, 
especially regarding his personal background. On 
the other hand, perhaps he fails to mention it not 
because he did not preach in the synagogue but be- 
cause, for the most part, his practice was of short 
duration and/or ended in disaster. Even after a first 
successful sermon in Pisidian Antioch, by the next 
week the Jews were talking abusively against Paul 
(Acts 13:45). Several of the most disappointing epi- 


sodes occurred in Iconium (Acts 14:1-7), Thessalonica 
(Acts 17:1-9), and Corinth (Acts 18:1-6). Indeed, his 
sizable successes in the synagogue were few. Con- 
sequently, when Paul wrote to a church founded in 
a city where he is recorded in Acts as having first 
preached in the synagogue, he may have felt that 
the productive result of his ministry had little to do 
directly with this contact. Still, it seems that Paul 
liked to enter a city in this way and establish at 
least a connection with the Jews who worshipped 
there. 


B. Major Pauline Beliefs 


Pauline beliefs are usually treated in theology 
volumes as all existing on the same conceptual 
level, as if they all were of equal importance. This is 
not the way that Paul’s major theological beliefs 
come across in his letters, however. For example, 
as the letter structure makes clear (see sec. 4, 
below), material is presented in the letter form in 
varying places, and these places help to determine 
the nature of the assertions being made. Something 
similar appears to be going on in Paul’s mind when 
he thinks theologically. On the one hand, Paul 
holds a number of essential beliefs, and he does not 
spend much time justifying them. Consequently, 
when he deals with ideas related to these, he 
merely invokes these concepts and does not argue 
for their existence. On the other hand, there are 
also a number of beliefs that Paul does not hold as 
foundational but that he clearly believes are worth 
arguing for. For the most part, these are beliefs 
that, so far as can be determined from the biblical 
evidence, are primarily Pauline in orientation and 
development. The fundamental beliefs probably would 
have been held by a number of Christian believers, 
and some of them by any person who may have 
had a religious orientation toward life. But Paul 
seems to think that the developed beliefs need to be 
argued for, often at some length. In the treatment 
that follows, the beliefs are divided into these two 
categories. Along the way, we will attempt to de- 
termine the origin or conceptual background of 
these beliefs. 

A number of developed beliefs originated in 
Hellenistic thought, and a number originated in 
Jewish thought. There are others whose origin it is 
difficult to determine. Identification of the origin of 
these beliefs may well have a bearing on how they 


are understood and interpreted, but for the most 
part Paul gives sufficient explication so that inter- 
preters have at least a basic understanding of what 
he is asserting.”” 


1. Fundamental Beliefs 


Paul’s theological and expositional method 
consists of applying the implications of his theolog- 
ically fundamental beliefs to various situations. 
The following are some of the most important of 
Paul's fundamental beliefs. 


a. God. The concept of God has been seen by at 
least one new Testament theologian as the center 
of Paul's thought.*° Despite Paul's close ties to Hel- 
lenism, as described above, Paul never wavers in 
his monotheistic belief in the God of the or.*! Thus 
he is probably citing the Shema (Deut 6:4) in 1 Cor 
8:6 as a Christian affirmation (Paul’s language is 
very similar to that of the LXx). He assumes that 
the God of Judaism and of the OT, that is, the God of 
Abraham (Rom 4:3 and passim), is also the God of 
the NT, the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ (2 Cor 
1:3) and the Father of a new people of God (Rom 
9:6-9). For Paul it is God who stands behind all of 
the important salvific and soteriological actions of 
the NT. Thus God demonstrates his love for us in 
Christ’s death (Rom 5:8), predestines, calls, justifies, 
glorifies (Rom 8:29-30), and judges (Rom 2:16). 
Paul uses the word “God” (@e6s, theos) approxi- 
mately 550 times, fully 40 percent of all the uses of 
this word in the NT, more than his corpus would 
warrant. It is difficult to specify all that he attaches 
to this word, which is not the only indicator in 
Paul’s thinking about God. Nevertheless, the statis- 
tics tend to indicate how foundational the belief 
was for Paul. 


b, Jesus Christ. In the OT there were many mes- 
siahs,°* or many people appointed for particular di- 
vine purposes (see ch. 3, sec. 2.H, above). In other 
words, there was not any one conception of the 
Messiah. Messianic figures in the OT include kings 
(1 Sam 16:6; 2 Sam 1:14), priests (Exod 30:30), 
prophets (1 Kgs 19:16), and even Cyrus the Persian 
king (Isa 45:1), During the so-called intertestamental 
period, with the return from exile, the rule of the 
Greek kings—in particular the Seleucids—the 
Hasmonean revolt, and subsequent domination by 
Rome, a variety of messianic expectations formed 
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among the Jews. It was into this environment that 
Jesus the Christ was born. Several of these messi- 
anic expectations included a political figure who 
would free the Jews of Roman tyranny, while oth- 
ers were expecting more of a prophetic figure. In 
many ways, although Jesus was pressured to fulfill 
a variety of messianic expectations, he did not fully 
satisfy the demands of any particular group. Never- 
theless, in the light of his resurrection, Christianity 
came to accept Jesus as the Christ, or God’s anointed 
one. The Pauline writings use the word “Christ” 
approximately 380 times, or over 70 percent of the 
times that it is used in the NT. In the vast majority 
of instances it appears in conjunction with Jesus’ 
personal name (i.e., Jesus Christ). The question for 
biblical scholars is how Paul viewed these two 
names when used together. There are three op- 
tions. Some say that “Christ” has become, in Paul’s 
mind, simply a part of who Jesus is, so that it be- 
comes another proper name for him. Others say” 
that “Christ” always retains its titular sense when- 
ever it is used by Paul. A third group argues that 
the word order is determinative for its meaning: 
when the order is “Christ Jesus,” the titular sense is 
paramount (as in Rom 1:1), whereas when the 
order is “Jesus Christ,” the word is used as a name. 
It is difficult to solve this issue, except to say that 
even though Paul probably does not make a theo- 
logical claim every time he uses the wording 
“Jesus Christ,” he clearly accepts that Jesus was 
God’s anointed Messiah, as evidenced through his 
death, resurrection, and exaltation (Phil 2:6-11; 1 
Cor 15:20—25). It is one of the unargued assump- 
tions of his theological belief. 

Paul goes further, however, and depicts Jesus 
Christ in terminology that is clearly meant to as- 
cribe to him divine actions and existence; that is, 
he is seen as God or the Son of God (Rom 1:4). This 
is apparent in two major ways. First, in a number 
of Pauline passages Jesus Christ is described in 
terms of divine characteristics. The most important 
of these statements is Phil 2:6—11 (see ch. 10, below). 
Some have wished to see in this passage an equa- 
tion of Christ with Adam, but the force of the pas- 
sage is to depict Christ as in the very form of God 
but not retaining his equality with God. Similarly, 
Col 1:15-20 (see ch. 10, sec. 3.B, below) depicts 
Christ in terms of divine characteristics and ac- 
tions, such as creation. The passage says that the 
universe was created in, through, and for him.®3 
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There are two even more explicit passages, where 
the very words “God” and “Christ” are explicitly, 
grammatically linked. Despite controversy over Rom 
9:5, Murray Harris has shown that the best under- 
standing of this verse is that Christ is being de- 
scribed as God blessed forever. Even though this is 
the only explicit statement of its kind in the ac- 
knowledged Pauline Letters, in light of Jewish di- 
vine-enthronement language (Psalms 2, 110) and 
Greco-Roman emperor cult language, it is highly 
plausible, especially in a book such as Romans, 
that in this passage Paul is depicting Christ as God. 
Similarly, in Titus 2:13 Christ is called “our great 
God and savior.”** The second way in which Paul 
describes Jesus in divine terms is the citation of OT 
passages that explicitly refer to God in the OT but 
are used by Paul to refer to Christ. Even though the 
term “Lord” (kUptos, kyrios) is used consistently in 
the OT to render the name of God, several Pauline 
passages refer to Christ by quoting an OT passage 
that uses “Lord.” For example, in Rom 10:13, refer- 
ring to Jesus Christ, Paul says, “Everyone who calls 
on the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Joel 2:32). 
In Rom 14:11, Paul writes that the Lord, probably 
meaning Christ, says that everyone will confess to 
God (Isa 45:23). Also, 1 Cor 1:31 and 2 Cor 10:10, 
citing Jer 9:24, speak of boasting in the Lord, and 1 
Cor 2:16, quoting Isa 40:13, asks who has known 
the mind of the Lord, and then goes on to say that 
we have the mind of Christ.® 

In conjunction with Paul’s basic belief in Jesus 
as the Christ is his use of the phrase “in Christ” (or 
similar phrases, such as “in him”). Paul uses the 
phrase “in Christ” 165 times to describe the founda- 
tional relationship that the believer has with Christ. 
Defining exactly how Paul saw this relationship, 
however, is more problematic, since Paul does not 
state what he means by a person being “in Christ.” 
Two of the older but still persistent viewpoints take 
the language more or less literally. For example, 
the German scholar Deissmann spoke of a “mystical 
union,” in which Christ’s work results in a spiritual 
union between Christ and the believer. Deissmann’s 
focus on a ‘Christian mystical element in Paul’s be- 
lief is often neglected in contemporary thinking.®° 
Nevertheless, while this view has an attractive em- 
phasis upon the sense of unity between the believer 
and Christ, noting especially the reciprocal lan- 
guage in which Christ is said to be in the believer 
and the believer in Christ, it fails to explain how 
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this relationship functions. A second view, which 
has had great influence over the last fifty years or 
so, emphasizes the corporate unity between Christ 
and the believer. This unity verges on a physical 
unity in which Christ is said to indwell the be 
liever.°” Unfortunately, this perspective is funda- 
mentally flawed in its reliance upon an inaccurate 
assessment of the concept of corporate personality 
in biblical thinking. It was once thought that Jews 
of the OT and NT did not differentiate between the 
individual and the group and hence saw a solidar- 
ity between believers and Christ. But the ancient 
Israelites, while believing in corporate responsibil- 
ity (i.e., that an individual could be responsible for 
the group), did not have trouble differentiating in- 
dividuals from the group. The most likely explana- 
tion of what Paul means by being “in Christ” is 
that one falls within the sphere, power, or control 
of Christ. As 1 Cor 15:22 and Gal 1:22 make clear, to 
be “in Christ” is to be in Christ’s sphere of influ- 
ence, especially when Paul differentiates between 
earthly existence, under the control of the Adamic 
nature, and redemptive existence, under the control 
of Christ. This understanding also helps to explain 
how this terminology becomes virtually synony- 
mous with what it means to be called a Christian 
(Rom 16:7) and, in a possible instrumental sense (1 
Cor 1:2), what it means to be controlled by Christ.®® 


c. Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit plays a more sig- 
nificant role in Paul’s teaching than many scholars 
have recognized. ®? Part of the neglect is probably 
caused by the potential ambiguity of the Greek 
word for spirit (mvedpa, pneuma), which can be 
used not only for the Holy Spirit but for any num- 
ber of other spirits, thereby making some contexts 
ambiguous (e.g., Rom 1:9). It is difficult to know 
whether the spirit referred to in Phil 1:27 is a divine 
or a human spirit. There is also the further ques- 
tion whether the spirit of God and the spirit of 
Christ in Rom 8:9 (cf. 8:14) are meant to be treated 
synonymously, although it seems that they should 
be. For Paul, the Holy Spirit is God’s means of com- 
municating with believers since Jesus Christ left the 
earth (Rom 8:16, 26), and is the abiding presence of 
God that governs the life of the believer (Rom 
8:1-17). The doctrine of the Trinity was not formu- 
lated until long after the NT was written, but the 
question is frequently raised regarding what as- 
sumptions Paul made about the relationship among 
the members of the godhead. In Paul, there are 
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several passages where his treatment of the three 
members points to his belief that they function on a 
similar level, if not in the same way. For example, 
in Rom 8:9, Paul first mentions the spirit as an in- 
dependent being and then as the spirit of God and 
the spirit of Christ, as if the spirit as an independent 
being is in some way an emissary for these other 
beings. In Rom 1:1-4, Paul mentions the functions 
of the three again: this time God is the originator of 
the gospel, the Son is the subject of the gospel mes- 
sage, and the spirit of holiness (assuming that this 
is the Holy Spirit; this is debated by commentators) 
is the one who declared the Son to be the Son of 
God with power. In 2 Cor 13:14, at the close of the 
letter, Paul gives the grace benediction, invoking 
different though parallel functions for the Lord 
Jesus Christ, God, and the Holy Spirit. 


d. Grace. In the Pauline Letters, the word “grace,” 
which in its noun (xdpts, charis) and verb (xapiCopat, 
charizomai) forms appears approximately a hun- 
dred times, refers to God’s love or unmerited favor 
toward humanity. The significance of grace is illus- 
trated in Rom 1:5, where it is seen as something to 
be received through Jesus Christ our Lord, almost 
as if it is salvation itself. In Eph 2:8 (cf. 2:5), the 
single most noteworthy usage of the word may rely 
upon the formulation by an early Pauline inter- 
preter, but it captures well the sense in which Paul 
uses the term: “By grace you have been saved 
through faith.” In the salutation of all the Pauline 
Letters, the “grace and peace” invocation (xapLs 
kai etprvn, charis kai eiréné) is part of the greeting. 
This usage departs from the opening of the typi- 
cal Hellenistic letter in that it includes a double 
wish and uses noun forms in verbless clauses rather 
than the infinitive. What kind of theological weight 
should be given to such differences? Too much 
weight should not be given to this feature of the 
letter, although these differences are worth noting, 
since the introductory wording is formulaic for Paul. 
The Greek yaptg¢ has several derived forms as well, 
including ydptoua, charisma (1 Cor 12:4ff.), some- 
times simply transliterated “charisma” or trans- 
lated “grace gift.” For Paul, this represents a special 
endowment of the Holy Spirit for work in the church. 


e. Faith. The distinction traditionally drawn be- 
tween the Hebrew and the Greek concepts of faith 
elevates the Hebrew idea as a religious one in 
which belief and trust are paramount and denigrates 


the Greek as a nonreligious and more philosophical 
and rhetorical concept related to persuasion.” Like so 
many of these Greek-versus-Hebrew disjunctions, 
in the light of further investigation this one is 
shown to be in error. It now appears that in classi- 
cal Greek there was an early religious use of words 
in this group, especially verbs, to refer to belief in 
gods. The LXX, in rendering its Hebrew source, 
maintains a similar kind of meaning, one that is 
further developed in Hellenistic Greek. The NT writ- 
ers, including Paul, use it in a technical sense to 
refer to one’s proper orientation of putting trust or 
having faith in God. The noun (riots, pistis), verb 
(mLotevo, pisteud), and adjective (TLoTds, pistos) 
appear over 225 times in Paul's letters, virtually al- 
ways with the sense specified above, except in some 
of the disputed letters, where, especially in the Pas- 
toral Epistles, the noun is regularly used to refer to 
“what is believed” (see, e.g., Titus 1:2; Eph 4:5) 
rather than belief itself. Some have taken the latter 
meaning as an indication of later development in 
the meaning of this word group, in which belief as 
an act came to represent the content of that belief 
as Christianity moved toward doctrinal develop- 
ment.”! But the similar use of “faith” in Phil 1:27 
shows that Paul could use the word in this way in 
the undisputed letters (cf. also Col 2:7). 

Recently, scholars have debated whether Paul’s 
use of the phrase “faith of Jesus Christ” (riotis tod 
‘Inoot Xptotod, pistis tou Iésou Christou; e.g., Rom 
3:22; Gal 2:16) refers to faith or belief directed to- 
ward Jesus Christ (the objective genitive in Greek), 
or to the faith or faithfulness of Jesus Christ (the 
subjective genitive), Without denying the faithful- 
ness of Jesus Christ or the weight of the arguments 
for this interpretation, we maintain that Paul ap- 
pears to be referring to the faith or belief that a be- 
liever directs toward Jesus Christ. The genitive 
construction here is apparently shorthand for the 
Greek phrase “to believe in . . .” This explanation 
seems to make the best sense of several factors in 
Paul’s argumentation, including his use of the verb’ 
phrase speaking of belief (Rom 3:22), and his gen- 
eral theological orientation.” 

This covers most of the essential Pauline be- 
liefs, which can be found anywhere in his letters, 
since they provide the basic framework for his view 
of life. Paul does not attempt to argue for these be- 
liefs but, rather, assumes them, and he seems to 
think that his readers will as well. But these are not 


all that Paul wishes to convey theologically. In- 
deed, a good number of Paul’s beliefs count among 
his developed beliefs. 


2. Developed Beliefs 


This title is not meant to imply that these be- 
liefs in some way are less important than, or sec- 
ondary to, Paul’s essential beliefs. To the contrary, 
these developed beliefs have preoccupied scholars 
more than the essential beliefs, not least because 
they are treated at relatively greater length in Paul’s 
letters and present plenty of material to which to 
respond. Whether these elements constitute the 
theological center of Paul’s belief is frequently de- 
bated. Discussion concerning them has taken sev- 
eral different turns in recent scholarly publication. 
Earlier in this century it was common to posit what 
constituted Paul’s theological center; recent discus- 
sion shuns the very concept of a theological center, 
choosing instead to emphasize the contingent na- 
ture of each of Paul's letters and hence making it 
difficult to conceive of a single idea, even if a com- 
plex one, constituting an essential belief. Most of 
the following beliefs merit attention, but it is prob- 
ably fair to say that a single idea cannot be seen to 
stand at the center of Paul’s thinking; rather, a 
number of these beliefs have great importance in 
his thinking. The following list is not meant to be 
complete, and the discussion is not detailed. 


a. Justification by Faith. Since the time of the re- 
former Martin Luther, who saw the heart of the 
gospel expressed in this idea, justification by faith 
has been one of the most important theological cat- 
egories for discussing Paul.” 

On the basis of both OT and Greek usage, justi- 
fication language has traditionally been defined in 
legal or forensic terminology, the idea being that 
the sinner stands before God, the righteous judge, 
who renders a verdict concerning him or her. When 
evaluated against the righteous standards of God’s 
character, every human being is found to be a sin- 
ner and inadequate (Rom 1:18). For Paul, law-cen- 
tered religion cannot be a substitute for this re- 
quired righteousness (Gal 5:3ff.). On the basis of 
faith or belief in Jesus Christ (this phrase is an ab- 
breviated way of referring to the death of Jesus 
Christ on the cross), the human can be justified by 
God.** Several modern interpreters, however, have 


Chapter 9 / The Pauline Tradition 357 


rejected the legal terminology and opted for eschato- 
logical language instead, in which God's righteousness 
is equated with his power and sovereignty. What 
God does in justifying sinners is a divine, regal 
fiat, announcing a new day when past failures are 
put away, debts are canceled, and guilt is removed 
(see Rom 1:17; 3:21, where revelatory or epiphanic 
language is used). God delivers the promise of a 
new world in which his power reaches out to cap- 
ture the entire universe for his sovereignty (Rom 
3:24-25), 

There are several questions raised by these 
analyses.”° One is whether this righteousness refers 
to the inauguration of a new relationship with God 
or the restoration of an old relationship. Another 
concerns the time when this justification occurs in 
the life of the believer, which is related to its status 
or nature. Traditionally, justification has been used 
to speak of the establishment of a new relationship 
with God. Recent analysis of Paul and this concept, 
however, has tended toward seeing justification 
more in terms of God’s relationship to his covenant 
community, Israel. In this sense, if the language is 
borrowed from OT thinking according to which 
God’s people are expected to uphold God’s righ- 
teous standards, then the thought about justifica- 
tion might have in mind the restoration of a pre- 
vious relationship. But when Paul introduces justi- 
fication in his two most significant writings on the 
topic, Galatians and Romans (but cf. 1 Cor 6:11; 
Phil 3:9), he does so in terms of the story of Abra- 
ham. He refers to Abraham believing in God and 
this being accounted to him as righteousness (Gen 
15:6; cited in Rom 4:3, 22; Gal 3:6). The force of 
these discussions seems to speak of the institution 
of a new relationship between God and humanity, 
one that precedes any performance of righteous- 
ness or fulfillment of the law. 

The question when this justification occurs has 
been an item of significant debate. Sometimes it is 
posited that since Paul uses several different verb 
tenses to speak of justification, he apparently thinks 
that it is something past, present, and future.” But 
since the verb tenses in Greek are not essentially 
time-based,”* this argument is of little value in an- 
swering the question. When justification is dis- 
cussed, however, what kind of status is this righ- 
teousness the sinner is said to have? For those who 
adopt the legal terminology, differentiation is often 
made between acquittal or exoneration and amnesty 
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or pardon. The idea of acquittal or exoneration is 
probably to be rejected in light of Paul’s view of sin, 
since they seem to imply that the sinner might well 
not have committed the offense for which the charge 
of guilt is brought. There are no innocent defen- 
dants in Paul (Rom 4:5; cf. Rom 3:24). The lan- 
guage of amnesty is better suited to the Pauline 
analysis, in which a divine pardon is offered to the 
undeserving.”? But what is the status of this par- 
don? This is a topic that verges on the categories 
of systematic theology. For several scholars ear- 
lier in this century, saying that righteousness is im- 
parted to the sinner smacked of a “legal fiction,” in 
which the sinner is viewed as righteous when it is 
known full well from human experience that the 
individual continues to sin. This also calls into 
question the value of the divine decree, since it 
seems to be ineffectual. Others have viewed righ- 
teousness in terms of a declared or imputed righ- 
teousness, in which righteous status is given in 
anticipation of actual righteousness in the age to 
come. One’s status before God is treated as if it were 
true, even though it will not become so until the 
eschaton. Although this view might avoid the prob- 
lem of God's divine decree of righteousness, it does 
not mitigate the problem of God’s apparently pre- 
tending to treat as righteous those who still are not. 

Perhaps the best solution is to view justification 
in relational terms. God is seen to have established 
aright relationship with humans, so that a new at- 
titude of humans to God as well as of God to hu- 
mans is established. Some scholars have therefore 
preferred to use the invented word “rightwize” in- 
stead of “justify.” Human recovery and renewal are 
begun, and their ultimate goals are totally righ- 
teous behavior and eternal life with a righteous 
God. 


b. The Law. The law has probably been the 
single most discussed topic in recent Pauline stud- 
ies, since it has implications for understanding how 
Paul characterizes his own Jewish background and 
for the nature of the Judaism he defines and con- 
fronts in his epistles. 

The traditional and widely held view was that 
Paul saw Christianity as a religion of faith but that 
Judaism was a religion of works, in which one at- 
tempted (wrongly in Paul’s eyes) to establish a 
right relationship before God by keeping the law 
rather than by faith. For Paul this was impossible, 


and so he opposed the works-righteousness of Juda- 
ism with faith in Jesus Christ. 

In recent years, a number of scholars have ar- 
gued for a revision of the traditional view of Paul, 
and consequently what he was opposing, especially 
in Galatians and Romans. This brief discussion will 
attempt to outline the issues and indicate why the 
traditional view is more tenable than this recent 
view. 

In 1977, E. P. Sanders published his Paul and 
Palestinian Judaism, a discussion that was supple- 
mented and expanded in Paul, the Law, and the Jew- 
ish People in 1983.1 In these books, he redefines 
the Judaism of the first century and Paul's reaction 
to it. Sanders’s work has resulted in a thorough re- 
thinking of the Judaism of the time and Christian 
response to it. He has been followed by many oth- 
ers, the two most important probably being H. 
Rdisinen!™ and J. D. G. Dunn.!°? The positions of 
these three merit examination before a response is 
proposed. 

Rdisénen has argued that the traditional view 
is exactly what Paul thought, that is, that Judaism 
saw salvation as a human achievement through 
works, but that Paul was wrong on this point, pri- 
marily because he is internally inconsistent in his 
thinking. For example, at times Paul sees the law 
functioning differently for Jews and Gentiles (Rom 
2:12), but at other times he holds that all humans 
are held accountable by it (Rom 3:13-14). Some- 
times Paul seems to believe that some Gentiles 
have fulfilled the law (Rom 2:27), but this requires 
a narrow view of law not applied elsewhere, where 
all humans are seen to be violators of the law (Rom 
3:20). Sometimes Paul seems to think that the law 
is valid, but at other times he sees its function as 
having been ended. Sometimes he views sin as hav- 
ing been caused by the law (Rom 7:7-11), but at 
other times he views the law as God's response to 
sin (Rom 5:20; 7:14). Réisanen rightly brings to the 
interpreter’s mind the complexity of Paul's thought 
regarding the law, and several of his analyses merit 
consideration. But his failure to appreciate the 
larger context of Paul’s argument (e.g., differentiat- 
ing several major functions of the law in Paul’s 
thought) and his questionable juxtaposition of cer- 
tain passages (e.g., verses in Rom 7) leave his rein- 
terpretation of Paul unsatisfactory.1°3 Most scholars 
do not, however, go so far as Raisénen. 


Offering a more consistent program of interpre- 
tation, Sanders claims that “covenantal nomism”!“4 
provides the fundamental theological concept un- 
derlying the Jewish thinking of the first century. By 
covenantal nomism he means that an Israelite’s 
place in God’s plan is determined by God’s gracious 
covenant, with obedience to the law as a response. 
Salvation, therefore, is not a strict weighing and 
evaluation of transgressions but depends, rather, 
upon divine mercy. The righteous Jew is not neces- 
sarily the one who can keep all of the command- 
ments but one who accepts and remains within the 
covenant community. This is the form of Judaism 
that Paul would have known, not one in which sal- 
vation was founded upon works. Indeed, according 
to Sanders, Paul’s thinking as a Christian is not sig- 
nificantly different from Jewish thinking, except 
that he saw salvation as resident in Jesus Christ. 
The problem with Judaism for Paul, according to 
Sanders, was that it was not Christianity. Starting 
from the assumption that the work of Christ had 
changed the basic human condition (rather than 
working from the human dilemma to the solution), 
Paul worked back to the human problem of sinful- 
ness. For Paul, the problem with Judaism was its 
thinking that it had special privileges it alone was 
able to pursue, whereas Paul saw the same grace 
available to Jews and Gentiles. 

Dunn, in his “new perspective” on Paul, begins 
from Sanders’s thinking but believes that Sanders 
does not go far enough in his estimation of the Jew- 
ish law. For the Jew, according to Dunn, the law 
was an identity or boundary marker, which be- 
came a part of Jewish national consciousness as a 
distinctive people. Circumcision, food laws, and 
Sabbath observance gave the Jews a sense of privi- 
lege at being chosen by God and favored with the 
law and covenants. For Paul, then, for example in 
Rom 2, “works of the law” refers to reliance upon 
these boundary issues. Paul argues against the Jews’ 
use of the law as a boundary marker for their na- 
tionalist zeal. 

Several other proposals regarding “works of the 
law” have also been put forward. For example, it 
has been argued that this phrase means “works 
which the law does”; emphasis is put upon the law 
as the performer of the action. But for Paul, 
human performance of the law is what is meant, as 
Rom 3 and 4 illustrate. It has also been argued that 
“works of the law” refers to “legalism,” a distortion 
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of the Jewish law into an attempt to bribe God.!° 


But at several points in Paul’s writings, “works of 
the law” is treated synonymously with “law” (Gal 
2:16, 21; Rom 3:20, 21, 28) and opposed to faith 
(Rom 4:]-6), and thus seen not as negative in and 
of itself, though not to be relied upon for right sta- 
tus with God. 

Sanders and Dunn’s new or revised perspective 
on Judaism, Paul, and the law has met with many 
supporters. At the least it has made all interpreters 
more sensitive to issues of Pauline interpretation, 
even though it has not, in our minds, proved con- 
vincing. Nevertheless, Sanders and Dunn do not 
see fundamental issues in this discussion in the 
same way. For example, Dunn criticizes Sanders 
for taking “works of the law” as a synonym of 
“law,” but this equation of the two is exactly what 
Paul seems to be making. At several places, since 
Paul equates “works of the law” with “law,” Paul 
cannot simply be talking about the law taken in its 
restrictive sense, as Dunn believes (see Gal 2:16 vs. 
2:21; 3:11; 5:4; Rom 3:20, 28 vs. 3:20, 21). “Works of 
the law” has something to do with the Mosaic law 
in its origin, nature, and function, or so it seems to 
be treated by Paul, as Rom 3:20—28 illustrates, 
where the commandments referred to appear to be 
from the Decalogue, which is cited above at Rom 
2:21-22. Such specialization of meaning as Dunn 
requires is also unwarranted in the light of Paul’s 
discussion of Abraham and his “works” preceding 
the giving of the law. 

With respect to Sanders’s and similar analyses, 
there are several further lines of criticism that 
could be pursued but that will only be summarized 
here.!” First, there is serious question whether the 
Jewish evidence has been correctly interpreted. 
Sanders attempts to characterize a pattern of reli- 
gious belief, but this pattern has struck many inter- 
preters as being fairly selective. For example, the 
OT evidence itself is more works-oriented than 
Sanders admits. Numerous passages, such as Lev 
18:3-5 and passages in Deuteronomy (e.g., 4:1; 
5:33; 6:24-25; 8:1; 11:26-28), equate keeping God’s 
commandments with life, and disobedience with 
condemnation and death. Furthermore, the rab- 
binic evidence he cites is admittedly late (i.e., sec- 
ond century A.D. and later), and his attempts to 
argue for early traditions are not always convinc- 
ing. There is also some special pleading when, to 
deny the value of evidence that seems to speak of 
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works in the rabbinic sources, he claims that these 
references assume the covenantal context that he 
presupposes. For example, after examining an im- 
portant passage regarding the belief of the rabbi 
Akiba, one scholar has concluded, “Careful exege- 
sis of m. Aboth 3:16-17 demonstrates that the tradi- 
tional view of first-century rabbinic soteriology as 
based on works-righteousness is not completely 
based upon pseudo-scholarship as claimed by 
Sanders.”!8 Recent analysis has also argued that 
in a number of texts roughly contemporary with 
the period of the NT there is a works-oriented 
scheme clearly evident, such as in the Psalms of 
Solomon (e.g., 10:4) and in 1 Macc 2:51-52: “Re- 
member the deeds of the ancestors, which they did 
in their generations; and you will receive great 
honor and an everlasting name. Was not Abraham 
found faithful when tested, and it was reckoned to 
him as righteousness?” Several Qumran documents 
seem to attest to similar belief, such as the Manual 
of Discipline (e.g., 1QS XI, 3, 12). Especially notable 
is the recently published Qumran document Migsat 
Maaseh ha-Torah (4QMMT), which probably dates 
to a little earlier than the time of the NT.1°? This 
text explicitly states that “works of the law” (a 
phrase apparently unparalleled in other extrabiblical 
Jewish literature, except for a possible disputed 
reading in 4Q174) will be accounted as righteous- 
ness, probably citing Gen 15:6 with reference to 
Abraham, the very text that Paul cites in Rom 4 
and Gal 3, when he says that Abraham’s faith was 
counted to him as righteousness. Migsat Maaseh 
ha-Torah states, “We have written to you of some of 
the works of the law .. . for your good and for 
[that] of your people. . . . And this will be ac- 
counted to you for righteousness, because you are 
doing what is right and good before Him (40398 2 
Il).” The word for “works” is cognate to the verb 
“doing,” and the wording regarding accounting 
righteousness is very similar to that of Gen 15:6 in 
the Hebrew Masoretic Text. Migsat Maaseh ha-Torah 
therefore seems to establish that there were Jews 
around the first century who thought of works as 
leading to righteousness. Thus, not only has Paul 
rightly understood this segment of Judaism; he uses 
the same OT texts in support of his discussion of the 
Law, but concluding exactly the opposite. Migsat 
Maaseh ha-Torah equates doing “works of the law” 
with righteousness, but Paul states that it is apart 
from “works of the law”’—by faith—that one is 


made righteous. The traditional understanding of 
Paul’s view of righteousness in Judaism is appar- 
ently vindicated. 

Second, Sanders’s reading of the Pauline texts 
is subject to severe scrutiny. Besides the fact that 
Sanders is addressing Palestinian Judaism—and Di- 
aspora Judaism may have been different—Sanders’s 
framework has a legalistic element to it, in which 
staying in the covenant is predicated upon works, 
as he admits. Even if the evidence were to indicate 
that the Jews believed in covenantal nomism as 
Sanders outlines it (and this is debatable, as the 
evidence shows), it appears that Paul did not envi- 
sion such a combination of mercy and deeds but 
grace alone (e.g., Gal 5:4; Rom 9:30-31; 11:20-21, 
where faith, not works, is the issue). Paul did not 
think in terms similar to those of a covenantal 
nomism of Judaism, at least as Sanders relates them. 
Sanders contends that Paul’s complaint against Ju- 
daism was that it was not Christianity, that Paul 
believed that salvation was in Jesus Christ, and 
that he worked back from this conclusion to the 
problem (from solution to plight). But, as Sanders 
must admit, in Rom 1-3 Paul works from plight to 
solution."° Furthermore, in Sanders and Dunn's 
reckoning, there was a role for the law in salva- 
tion, but this does not seem to conform to Paul's 
view when he categorically excludes the role of the 
law (e.g., Rom 4:13-16). For Paul, it is not the law 
of the OT that Christians are to follow but a new 
law of love, or love of Christ (Gal 5:14, 22-23). At 
least in Paul’s mind this does not seem to be 
nomism, since Paul at several points contrasts his 
view of how one gets right with God by faith with a 
justification that comes about by law. 

Furthermore, for Paul, one’s relationship is not 
covenantal, at least as this is understood by Sanders 
in terms of an entire community of people. For 
Paul, one’s gracious standing before God on the 
basis of faith is apparently personal (Rom 3:28, and 
the instance of Abraham). This is not to deny the 
element of grace in Judaism (this has perhaps been 
overemphasized in recent thought) but only to sug- 
gest that, at least in Paul’s eyes, Judaism would at 
best be characterized as a system that depended 
upon grace and works. For Paul, this was not good 
enough, since God’s grace mediated through faith 
must constitute the sole basis for justification (Rom 
4:13-16), even if good works (not necessarily doing 


the law) followed from this through the work of the 
Spirit (Rom 8:1-11).17 

Paul rightly thought that at least some, if not 
most, of the Judaism of his time believed that salva- 
tion was intimately connected with works, and he 
rejected this in affirming that salvation was only by 
God’s grace through faith. Consequently, state- 
ments in the Pauline writings that reject the doing 
of the law and assertions that justification is on the 
basis of the death and resurrection of Christ (e.g., 
Gal 2:21) are not simply rejections of the markers 
that gave Israelites their identity and pride, nor 
simply christological statements, but also descrip- 
tions of the futility of attempts to secure justifica- 
tion through human actions. 

The difficulty in defining Paul’s thinking re- 
garding the law (véyos, nomos)—in large part 
caused by misguided linguistic analysis—has been 
recently overcome, at least in part, by the applica- 
tion of principles of modern linguistics to the analy- 
sis of the terminology. The traditional approach 
began with the assumption that “law” means 
something specific (often on the basis of the noun 
appearing with the article) and often means one 
thing, or primarily one thing. Thus Paul was usu- 
ally seen to be referring to the Jewish law, or at 
least to one of its forms, such as the Mosaic law in 
its entirety or the law specifically in its demands or 
requirements that must be kept. It might be useful 
to define “law” first in terms of its sense within the 
Greek language, and then in terms of what it might 
denote in the real world of Paul’s day, before seeing 
how Paul uses it to refer to specific instances of 
law. The word voyog_ has the sense of any stan- 
dard, guide, or control on behavior or conduct. It 
might, then, be used to denote a variety of natural 
and human laws, such as the laws of nature and the 
laws or customs of specific societies and organiza- 
tions. Paul seems to use it to refer, in many in- 
stances, to the Jewish law or various permutations 
of it (e.g., Romans and Galatians), but also to other 
human laws (Rom 7:23), specific principles of con- 
duct (Rom 2:14), the law seen generically (Rom 4:15), 
and even principles by which the world functions 
(Rom 3:27; 8:2). In other words, it is impossible to 
use a single understanding of “law” to understand 
the variety of Paul’s use of this single term. 


c. Reconciliation. Traditionally justification has 
been seen as the center of Paul's theology; some re- 
cent interpreters, however, have instead seen recon- 
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ciliation as the central idea. Justification language 
appears frequently in the main Pauline Letters, but 
the language of reconciliation (verb kaTaA\doow, 
katallassd; noun Katadd\ayt, katallage) or peace 
(eiprvn, eiréné) occurs relatively infrequently. Jus- 
tification language has ties to OT language, but rec- 
onciliation language owes its origins almost exclu- 
sively to the Hellenistic world. Reconciliation lan- 
guage is treaty language, in which parties at enmity, 
including God and humanity, have their hostility 
overcome and peaceful relations restored. For Paul, 
this can only occur through the work of Christ.14 

Four passages are important for understanding 
Paul’s thought about reconciliation. The first is 2 
Cor 5:18-21, in which Paul proclaims what God has 
done through Christ. Some think that this passage 
is supplemented by traditional material (sayings 
that were already in use in the early church), but 
this is unlikely, especially since there is little evi- 
dence for previous theological usage of reconcilia- 
tion terminology, and no precedent for the way 
Paul uses it here. In 2 Cor 5:18-19 God is the one 
who effects reconciliation “through Christ.” In a 
difficult phrase, probably best rendered, “God was 
reconciling the world to himself through Christ,” 
Paul, by using the active voice form of the verb, is 
the first extant author to speak of the offended 
party (i.e., God) initiating reconciliation. So it is 
God who reconciles “us” or “the world” to himself, 
through the work of Christ on the cross. Similar 
thought is conveyed in Rom 5:8—-11, in which Paul 
establishes a clear (though difficult to define) rela- 
tionship between justification and reconciliation 
(note the parallel phrasing in Rom 5:1] and wv. 9, 
10). In Rom 5:1, 10, peace with God and reconcilia- 
tion are explicitly equated. The sense is that of an 


. objective well-being, in which harmonious rela- 


tions are established between God and humanity, 
who are clearly said to be enemies. The means of 
reconciliation are emphasized in Rom 5, where 
“through our Lord Jesus Christ” is used three times 
(vv. 1, 11, 21; cf. v. 10). 

Reconciliation language is also found in Col 
1:20-22. Understanding of this passage is often 
linked with interpretation of the so-called hymn in 
1:15-20 (it is difficult to prove the “hymn’s” pre- 
Pauline existence). In Col 1:20, 22, both God and 
Christ are apparently seen as the agents or initia- 
tors of reconciliation. This indicates a shift in Paul's 
thinking from seeing God as the sole initiator to 
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seeing Christ as the coinstigator of reconciliation 
with him. Nevertheless, this pattern is consistent 
with the depiction of Christ in Col 1. As in the other 
reconciliation passages, in Col 1 the agent of recon- 
ciliation is Christ, or the work of Christ on the cross 
(Col 1:20, 22), but the goal of reconciliation here is 
also Christ (the end for which reconciliation is ac- 
complished), who is reconciling all things, includ- 
ing things upon the earth and things in heaven. 
This cosmic reconciliation has aroused significant 
discussion, since it leaves open a universalism not 
found elsewhere in Paul. What is probably meant 
here, however, is that God’s reconciling activity is 
a general principle that encompasses the entire cos- 
mos. Ephesians 2:14—17 is the fourth and final rec- 
onciliation passage (cf. Eph 1:9-10). Colossians 1 
introduces cosmic reconciliation (the idea that the 
entire cosmos is in some way reconciled), but Eph 2 
addresses the relationship of Jews and Gentiles. 
Paul states that, through reconciliation, Jews and 
Gentiles are said to become “one new person” and 
that the dividing wall of hostility between them is 
torn down.!> Thus, reconciliation unites humanity 
and then reconciles humanity to God. Christ is said to 
be the agent of this reconciliation, with God as its 
goal, again effected by the work of Christ on the cross. 


d. Sanctification or Holiness, Paul uses a number 
of different words and phrases to describe sanctifi- 
cation or holiness. This is an important category 
for him because it includes both soteriological sta- 
tus and ethical and eschatological perfection.!'6 In 
other words, this concept describes a condition of 
those who are followers of Christ, instructing them 
in the importance of the consequential actions of 
salvation. Paul desires holy and pure behavior by 
followers of Christ, even though he realizes that 
complete attainment in this life is not possible. 

Like many of Paul’s theological ideas, sanctifi- 
cation overlaps with some other categories of his 
thought (e.g., 1 Cor 6:11), and his letters are often 
concerned to define the differences and similarities. 
On the one hand, in 1 Thess 3-4, sanctification ap- 
pears to be the consequence of justification. Having 
finished the body of his letter in ch. 3, Paul turns to 
ethical instruction in ch. 4. He says that God’s will 
for the Thessalonians is their sanctification (1 
Thess 4:3, 7), and he defines this in terms of purity, 
especially with regard to sexual morality. On the 
other hand, in Rom 6:19-23 (part of the body of the 
letter), sanctification appears to overlap with just- 


ification, but without being equated with it. The 
difference is that, in this instance, it appears that 
sanctification has more of a soteriological than an 
ethical dimension. In Rom 6:19-23, in the context 
of Paul’s theological argument of Rom 1-8, espe- 
cially the theme of “life in the Spirit” (Rom 6:1-8:39), 
he speaks of sanctification as the goal of justifica- 
tion. If justification is the initiatory salvific experi- 
ence, sanctification may well include this initiation 
as well as look forward to the end of the entire pro- 
cess, eternal life. 


e. Salvation. Salvation in Paul's thinking seems 
to overlap with a number of other beliefs.!"” Words 
with the idea of saving—including “salvation” 
(owtnpta, sdtéria), “save” (owCw, s6z6) and “savior” 
(owtp, sdtér)—which are used approximately 
sixty times in Paul, can be used by him to refer to a 
number of divine acts with respect to the human. 
For example, salvation terminology in Rom 5:9-10 
seems to overlap with both justification and recon- 
ciliation. Salvation for Paul includes being deliv- 
ered from sin, from death, and from this age, with 
the goal of eternal life (Rom 8:23-24). Thus, salva- 
tion is seen to be in keeping with the “secular” con- 
cept of savior as benefactor, in which one has, in 
some sense, a personal or moral obligation to look 
out for and take care of an inferior, who may well 
depend upon the beneficence of the superior. In 
several of the Pauline contexts salvation is seen to 
constitute an inclusive term.that spans the extent 
of God’s saving activity—for example, in Phil 2:12. 
For another example, in Rom 1:16-17, salvation is 
defined in three ways, in terms of (1) justification as 
an initiatory event, corresponding perhaps to sal- 
vation as deliverance from sin and death in other 
contexts (Rom 3-4); (2) reconciliation as a sustaining 
event, corresponding to God as benefactor (Rom 5); 
and (3) sanctification as a life preparatory for eter- 
nity (Rom 6-8). In Eph 2:5, 8, salvation is the cap- 
stone for describing the process by which humanity 
is brought into right relationship with God. 


f. The Triumph of God. Recent thought has em- 
phasized Paul as an apocalyptic thinker.1!® By this 
is meant that Paul looked forward to certain end- 
time occurrences with cosmic, universal, and defin- 
itive implications, such as universal judgment, which 
is to be brought about as a result of the death, res- 
urrection, and return of Christ. This thought is, at 
many points, consistent with contemporary Jewish 


apocalyptic thinking and characterized by God’s 
vindication of his covenantal promises made to Is- 
rael and the nations (see Rom 9-11). This implies a 
type of universalism, in which universal salvation 
was held out as a hope by Paul for those who heard 
the gospel and responded in obedience and faith. 
Paul is not as dualistic a thinker as many of his 
Jewish contemporaries, in that he does not make a 
rigid distinction between this age and the age to 
come but, rather, sees a continuum (Rom 8:29-30). 
Instead, Paul sees the church as living in this ten- 
sion between the ages, between the first and sec- 
ond comings of Christ, as well as between the 
powers of life and death. For Paul, this end of time 
had an imminency to it, but an imminency in- 
creasingly tempered by the reality that Christ’s re- 
turn might not be in Paul’s own lifetime. In 1 
Thess, Paul depicts an imminent return with noth- 
ing to impede it (see 1:9-10; 4:13-5:8). But by the 
time of writing Romans (e.g. 1:17-18), Paul also 
sees righteousness and wrath as apocalyptic terms, 
using them in anticipation of Christ’s return, in 
hope for what is not yet seen or fulfilled. By the 
time of writing Philippians (e.g., 1:21-24; 2:17), 
Paul fully considers the possibility of his own death 
before Christ’s return. 


g. The Gospel. The term often translated “gos- 
pel” or “good news” is used approximately eighty 
times by Paul in its noun (evayyéALov, euangelion) 
and verb (evayyeAtCopat, euangelizomai) forms. 
There is ongoing debate on how much Paul knew 
about the earthly Jesus, since he does not cite 
many incidents from his earthly life.'? Paul shares, 
in common with other NT writers, especially those 
of the Gospels themselves (in particular Matthew 
and Luke), the perception that Jesus’ work on the 
cross constituted a turning point in humanity's re- 
lation to God. Paul seems to use this terminology of 
good news in at least three ways (see ch. 8, sec. 1, 
above). In the first, he refers to the gospel as good 
news that runs contrary to competing secular good 
news. The same Greek terminology was often used 
to refer to a significant secular event, such as the 
birth of a son to the emperor or the celebration of 
the emperor's birthday. There cannot help but be 
more than a little irony in Paul’s mind, for ex- 
ample, when he refers to himself in a letter ad- 
dressed to the church in the capital of the Roman 
Empire as a servant of Christ Jesus, an apostle, and 
one set apart for God’s good news (not the em- 
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peror’s or any other human’s) (Rom 1:16-17). For 
Paul, God is the origin or source of this good news, 
not some secular authority (see ch. 3, sec. 4.B, 
above, on the emperor cult),2° Paul’s good news 
directly confronts the Roman view of the emperor 
as savior or benefactor when he sees God at work 
in bringing the good news through the death and 
resurrection of his son (see Rom 5:7). Second, Paul 
views the good news in terms of its objective ac- 
complishments. Jesus Christ’s death on the cross 
and resurrection constitute the content of the gos- 
pel (Rom 1:3-4; cf. 1 Cor 15:3-4). Consequently, for 
Paul, the gospel then becomes shorthand for, or a 
statement of, essential Christian belief, that is, the 
belief that leads to life or condemnation and is to be 
obeyed (Gal 2:5, 14; Rom 2:16; 10:16). Third, Paul 
views the good news in terms of a personal motiva- 
tional factor. For Paul, the gospel was integral with 
his calling as an apostle to the Gentiles, not only as 
the substance of his belief but as a very real part of 
who he was. Paul claims that he received his gos- 
pel from the risen Christ, not from any human 
source, and to be opposed to it is to be accursed 
(Gal 1-2; Rom 15:15-20). 


h. The Church. The church forms an important 
backdrop to Paul's thinking, and in this sense con- 
stitutes one of the basic assumptions of his thinking 
and writing. He specifically addresses several of his 
letters to the churches located in Corinth, Galatia, and 
Thessalonica (Paul, however, uses more than simply 
the Greek word €kkArnoia, ekklésia, to refer to this 
concept of “church”). Even though he does not ad- 
dress specific churches in some others of his letters, 
in these an ecclesiastical setting is still under- 
stood (e.g., Philemon, Romans, Ephesians, Colossians, 
and the Pastorals, where church order and struc- 
ture are debated). Consequently, there are numerous 
references in Paul’s writings to a specific church or 
to specific churches—the group of believers that 
probably met together within house churches in a 
given city to worship (see, e.g., 1 Cor 11:18; 16:19; 
Gal 1:22). Paul assumes the existence of these churches, 
quite frequently addressing his letters to issues that 
have obviously arisen in the conduct and adminis- 
tration of these local bodies of believers. 

This is not all that Paul says regarding the 
church, however. He also uses the term “church” in 
a more widespread sense to refer to the community 
of believers that exists without reference to the 
confines of a given city or local community. When 
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referring to believers joined by their common faith, 
Paul uses a number of different analogies or meta- 
phors. The most important (and certainly the most 
widely debated) is the analogy of the body.!71 In 1 
Cor 12:12-28, Paul speaks of believers in terms of a 
body where there are numerous parts, some that 
are traditionally held to be more important or use- 
ful and some that are regarded as less important or 
even trivial. Paul’s point is that just as the body 
has many parts, some of which are more highly re- 
garded than others but all are vitally necessary for 
constituting the body, so it is with the body of be- 
lievers. This body of believers is called the body of 
Christ, with the implication that the church consti- 
tutes Christ’s body or is to be equated with Christ 
in his spiritual existence. The apostles, prophets, 
teachers, miracle workers, and so forth form a hier- 
archy within this body. 

Similar, though not identical, language is used 
in Eph 5:22-32, where the analogy of the body is 
also used. In this context, the church is equated 
with Christ’s body, and Christ is depicted as the 
head of the church. There has been significant de- 
bate among scholars whether these analogies can 
be made to correlate. On the one hand, in the Co- 
rinthian analogy the entire church is equated with 
Christ, and no specific differentiation of the head is 
made, with the implication that the various posi- 
tions of leadership within the church are to be 
equated with the head, the hands, and so on as 
valuable parts of the body. On the other hand, in 
the Ephesian analogy, the differentiation is explic- 
itly between the church as the body and Christ as 
the head having a position of authority over it. 
Whatever one decides regarding Ephesian author- 
ship, it is clear that the basis of both passages is a 
Pauline vision of the church and its relation to 
Christ, whether or not Paul himself expanded or made 
more explicit the analogy with Christ as the head. 

Paul also uses a number of other terms to 
speak of the church. These have proved of less sig- 
nificance so far as scholarly discussion goes, but 
their appropriateness to the individual letters in 
which they are found has literary and epistolary 
significance. For example, in Gal 6:10, Paul speaks 
of the church in terms of a household or family. 
This is entirely appropriate in the context of the 
controversy in Galatia, in which there were Chris- 
tians who threatened to disrupt the familial unity 
of the Galatian church. In Phil 3:20, Paul speaks of 


members of the church as enjoying a common citi- 
zenship in heaven. It is likely that the Philippian 
church, for the most part enjoying Paul’s praise, in 
light of its privileged position as an independent 
city populated by Roman citizens, came to put 
undue pride in its political privileges and opportu- 
nities. Paul takes this occasion to remind them that 
their citizenship is not primarily earthly but, 
rather, one that they enjoy in a heavenly realm. In 
1 Cor 1:9, Paul speaks of God having called the be- 
lievers of Corinth into fellowship with his Son Jesus 
Christ. Again he has used an appropriate metaphor 
for the situation of his readers, as he is responding 
to a church that has found difficulty with unity, 
threatening to be divided and factionalized by vari- 
ous groups claiming to owe allegiance to various 
leaders or figures. 


i, Jesus’ Death and Resurrection. The last concept 
in this brief summary of Paul’s major teachings 
concerns Christ's death and resurrection. It has 
been mentioned above at several points (see, e.g., 
the discussions of justification and reconciliation in 
secs. a and c, above) that Paul believes that the 
work of God through Christ for believers is predi- 
cated upon the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. In this sense, Paul’s belief in the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ is not something that 
he argues for but something that he assumes. He 
does, however, at several places treat Christ’s death 
and resurrection in terms of a theological frame- 
work that shows their special significance (e.g., 1 
Cor 15:3-8; 1:18--25). This salvation-historical view 
of redemptive history is worth noting in Paul’s 
thought. Paul was obviously not the first to link 
these two events together or to see them as funda- 
mental to Christian belief. For example, in 1 Cor 
15:34, possibly citing a passage formulated early 
on in the church and used to encapsulate the es- 
sence of Christian confession, Paul says that he 
passed on to the Corinthians what he received as of 
first importance: that Christ died for sins, was bur- 
ied, and was raised on the third day. There are 
similar formulations elsewhere in the Pauline cor- 
pus (see, e.g., 1 Thess 4:14; 1 Tim 3:16). 

There are at least two other noteworthy ele- 
ments to Paul’s view of Christ’s death. First, he 
puts an emphasis upon the crucifixion or the cross 
of Christ. Eighteen times he refers to the cross or 
crucifixion in his letters, not as a heroic or com- 
mendable event but as one that was ignominious 


and disgraceful.!7* For example, in 1 Cor 1:18, he 
refers to the message of the cross as foolishness for 
those who are perishing (cf. 2:2), and in Gal 3:13, 
he cites Deut 21:23 and its reference to the curse 
upon anyone who is crucified. This ignominy, how- 
ever, is a part of what Paul sees as a very important 
element of the progress of salvation history, one 
that Christ fulfilled in his death and resurrection. 
Second, Paul sees the death of Christ as sacrificial, 
involving the shedding of blood. There is repeated 
debate regarding how Paul depicts Christ as a “sac- 
rifice of atonement” in Rom 3:25 (whether Christ is 
seen as the seat of mercy or simply the means by 
which sins or God’s wrath is turned away, this ref- 
erence involves OT sacrificial imagery), where his 
blood is depicted as the means by which this pro- 
cess is conducted (see also Rom 5:9). Third, Paul 
sees the resurrection as a necessary extension of 
Christ’s death. In Paul’s mind the death was cru- 
cial, but the resurrection was a confirmation of 
what God was seen to be doing in Christ (Rom 
4:25). Paul says that the resurrection marks the 
point at which God’s son was seen to be the Son of 
God with power (Rom 1:4) and that the resurrec- 
tion is the confirmation of the validity of faith. 
Without the resurrection to confirm the validity of 
Christ’s death, humans remain in their sinful con- 
dition (1 Cor 15:17).!3 

These events are part of a larger framework 
that Paul seems to work from, one in which the 
plan of God is depicted as being redemptive, with 
Christ’s death and resurrection the climactic event 
in God’s dealings with humanity. First of all, Paul 
speaks of the electing or predestining purposes of 
God that find their fulfillment in the work of God in 
Christ. For example, in Rom 8:33, Paul asks who 
will bring a charge against one of God’s elect, since 
Christ, the one who died and was raised, is seated 
at God’s right hand interceding (see also Rom. 9:11; 
cf. Eph 1:4, 5, 9). Second, Paul at various places 
mentions significant individuals who formed a cru- 
cial part of God’s redemptive plan. The first was 
Adam, who established the sinful human condi- 
tion. It was his disobedience that required a suit- 
able and concomitant response by God to redeem 
humans from their condition, having been consti- 
tuted sinners after Adam (Rom 5:12-21; cf. 1 Cor 
15:22; 1 Tim 2:13-14). Christ, as the last Adam, 
undid the effects of Adam’s sin.!** Next in Paul's 
chronology is apparently Abraham, the father of 
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Israel, who was justified or reckoned righteous 
before God not on the basis of works or any accom- 
plishment (certainly not the fulfillment of the law, 
which did not come for over four hundred years) 
but through his faith. Paul shows that the means 
of redemption for humanity has always been the 
same, through faith (Rom 4; Gal 3). Another fig- 
ure, one more enigmatic for Paul's progress of sal- 
vation history, is Moses. Moses was revered as the 
one who brought God’s law to the people of God 
(Paul may have believed that the law had been me- 
diated by heavenly beings and did not come di- 
rectly from God; this may explain his negative view 
of it; see Gal 3:20), and was one of the few Jewish 
heroes respected or even known by non-Jews. In 
Paul’s eyes, he too points toward the work of Jesus 
Christ. When Moses had been with God, he had a 
radiance that could not be looked upon by the Isra- 
elites, who were living under the old covenant. 
Those who live under the new covenant reflect the 
unmediated glory (2 Cor 3:7-8). In Christ, the mys- 
tery of God, that is, his redemptive work through 
Christ’s death and resurrection, has been revealed. 
The term “mystery” is used slightly differently in its 
several instances in the Pauline writings, but it 
seems to center on what God has done in Christ, 
whether it involves believers seen as a whole or 
Jews and Gentiles (see 1 Cor 2:7 and frequently; cf. 
Col 2:2; Eph 6:19). 

Although other topics could well be introduced 
regarding Paul’s teachings—and there are many, 
such as prophetic criticism, adoption, and various 
images of Christ!>—those discussed above provide 
a sufficient enough introduction to his thought to 
enable the reader to grasp several of his major 
ideas and emphases. 


3. PAUL’S MISSION AND MINISTRY: 
AN OUTLINE 


Any reconstruction of Paul’s missionary minis- 
try must be extrapolated from the available literary 
texts, even when the book of Acts is used as one of 
the sources in this reconstruction. Nowhere does Acts 
label Paul’s several journeys as “missionary” jour- 
neys, and it is even disputed whether there were 
three. As the chronologies below try to illustrate, 
there are a number of ways to construe the evi- 
dence regarding Paul’s travels, and anywhere from 
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three (the standard number) missionary journeys 
to five (some combine what we have called the sec- 
ond and third journeys into a single endeavor) can 
be counted—assuming that they are to be given 
such a label. Paul’s missionary journeys have often 
been understood as well-planned, organized, and 
sponsored ventures, but this is perhaps not the best 
way to think of them. 


A stairway to the Tombs of the Kings, Jerusalem, 
burial site of Helena, queen of Adiabene in the first 
century A.D. She was a convert to Judaism and chose 
to be buried here. She cared for the people of the city 
during the famine (Acts 11:27-30). See Josephus, 
Ant. 20.17-53, 92-96; and Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 
2.12.1-3. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


As for organization, the church at Antioch seems 
to have been central in planning and supporting sev- 
eral of the ventures (Acts 13:1—3; 15:1—2; 15:35-16:1). 
Even this is shrouded in some mystery: even though 
Paul seems to have begun from Antioch on several 
occasions, very little is known about what role the 
church played apart from its commissioning Paul 
and Barnabas for the first venture into Asia Minor. 
Some have argued that, after Paul’s confrontation 
with Peter, mentioned in Gal 2:11—21, Paul was no 
longer welcome in Antioch.!”° In fact, it is not 
proper, according to the account in Acts, to speak 
of Paul and Barnabas on even the first missionary 
venture, since the indication in Acts is that this 
first expedition, on which John Mark also went, 
was led by Barnabas, at least in its early stages 
(Acts 13:1). Nor did the journeys always return to 
Antioch; several of these journeys ended up in Je- 
rusalem (Acts 21:17). At least Paul’s third trip to Je- 
rusalem—during which he was apparently falsely 


accused and arrested!2”—was his own idea, insti- 


gated by his desire to bring the collection from the 
Gentile churches to Jerusalem (it is unknown how 
large the collection was or whether it got to Jerusa- 
lem and into the proper hands, since it is not men- 
tioned in the account in Acts 2. There are 
other factors to consider in plotting the Pauline 
chronology as well. One is how to describe Paul's 
ministry before he appears to take a prominent part 
in Acts and before he began his letter writing. An- 
other is how to characterize his ministry on the 
way to Rome, at Rome, and possibly (see the chro- 
nology below) after his release from imprisonment 
in Rome (if in fact he was released before being re- 
arrested and killed under Nero). All of these ques- 
tions merit some comment as we reconstruct the 
Pauline chronology and try to gain some insight 
into the strategy of Paul’s mission. 

Scholars continue to debate the merits and va- 
lidity of using Acts in the reconstruction of a Pau- 
line chronology. That offered below relies heavily 
upon what is offered in Acts and considers its con- 
tribution to constitute an important and indispens- 
able supplementation to what is revealed in only 
sketchy form in Paul's letters.!2? Besides legitimate 
dispute over the ordering of the chronology itself, 
there is also much discussion about the exact dates 
of these events and about how the dates of compo- 
sition of the Pauline Letters fit within this chronol- 
ogy. Thus, the following chronology is offered with 
the recognition that much of the dating is tenta- 
tive, even though we have attempted to make it as 
accurate as possible. 


Queen Helena’s tomb inside the Tomb of the Kings in 
the mid_first century was hidden in a secret section 
of the tombs to protect the burial site from thieves. It 
was only discovered in the last century. 

Photo Lee M. McDonald 
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A. Paul's Conversion and the Early Years (ca. A.D. 33-47) 


1. Conversion (Gal 1:15-16; Acts 9:3-7; cf. Acts 22:3-16, 26:12-18) 
A.D. 33-34. There are apparent discrepancies between the accounts of Paul’s 
conversion, but the basic account of his encounter on the road to Damascus when 
he was on his way to persecute the church is consistent. 


2. Damascus (Acts 9:8—22) 
Paul spent several days in Damascus, apparently before being compelled to 
leave because of a plot to kill him (Acts 9:23; 2 Cor 11:32-33). 


3. Arabia (Nabatea) (Gal 1:17a) and Damascus (Gal 1:17b—18) 

A.D. 33-37. Recorded in Galatians, though not in Acts, are Paul’s three-year 
stay in the Arabian desert and his return to Damascus. It is uncertain whether the 
attempt to kill him took place in his first or second visit to Damascus, although 
the dates for the rule of the ethnarch of King Aretas are probably A.D. 37—40, in- 
dicating the second visit (Acts 9:23; 2 Cor 11:32-33). 


4. Jerusalem (Gal 1:18—20; Acts 9:26-29) 
A.D. 37. This is Paul's first visit to Jerusalem, where he stayed for at least fif- 
teen days, speaking with the apostles and debating with the Greek Jews until they 
tried to kill him. 


5. Syria and Cilicia (Gal 1:21; Acts 9:30) 
A.D. 37-47. Paul apparently spent ten years in the Tarsus area of Syria. 


6. Antioch (Acts 11:25-26) 
Barnabas sought Paul out and brought him to Syrian Antioch, where they met 
with the church and taught together. 


7. Jerusalem (Gal 2:1-10; Acts 11:27-30, 12:25) 

A.D. 47. This is probably Paul’s second visit to Jerusalem, the so-called famine 
visit to bring aid to the church in Judea. It apparently occurred fourteen years 
(less likely seventeen years) after Paul’s coviversion, referred to in Gal 1:23. Many 
would disagree, however, that these passages are referring to the same meeting 
(see ch. 10, below, on Galatians). 


B, First Missionary Journey (Acts 13-14; A.D. 47-49) 


1. Antioch (Acts 13:1-3) 
Barnabas and Saul were sent on the first missionary journey from the church 
at Syrian Antioch. They departed from the port at Seleucia for the first leg of their 
journey to Cyprus (Acts 13:4). 


2. Cyprus (Acts 13:4—12) : 
a. Salamis (Acts 13:5). Barnabas and Paul preached in the synagogue and 
were accompanied by John Mark. 
b. Paphos (Acts 13:6~-12). At Paphos, Elymas the false prophet was 
blinded, and as a result, the proconsul believed. 


3. Asia Minor (Acts 13:13-14:26) 
a. Perga (Acts 13:13). Paul and his companions sailed to Perga in 
Pamphylia, where John Mark left them. 
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b. Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:14—50). Paul preached in the synagogue at 
Pisidian Antioch in Phrygia, but the Jews stirred up the people so that 
Paul and Barnabas were forced to leave. 

c. [conium (Acts 13:51-14:6). Paul and Barnabas went to the synagogue 
and preached with success in Iconium in Phrygia, but unbelieving Jews 
stirred up the people against them, and they had to flee. 

d. Lystra (Acts 14:6—-20). After performing a healing, Paul and Barnabas 
were mistaken by those in Lystra in Lycaonia for the gods Hermes and 
Zeus. When agitators from Iconium and Antioch arrived, Paul was 
stoned and left for dead. 

e. Derbe (Acts 14:20—21). Paul and Barnabas preached in Derbe in 
Lycaonia and then returned by way of Lystra, Iconium, and Pisidian 
Antioch, strengthening the churches as they went (14:21-23). 

f. Perga (Acts 14:24—25). In the region of Pamphylia, they preached in 
the city of Perga. 

g. Attalia (Acts 14:25-—26). From the port of Attalia in Pamphylia, Paul 
and Barnabas sailed back to Syrian Antioch. 


4. Syrian Antioch (Acts 14:26-28) 

At Antioch, Paul and Barnabas gave a report of all that God had done, and 
stayed with the disciples. 

Galatians? A.D. 49. Some place Galatians much later (see ch. 10, below), but 
on the basis of the lack of reference to the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15), the equa- 
tion of Gal 2:1 with Acts 11:27—30, and the Roman regional nomenclature at the 
time, it is most likely that Galatians was sent to the churches in Pisidian Antioch, 
Iconium, Lystra and Derbe, that is, the Phrygian Galatian region, evangelized on 
Paul’s first missionary trip. (The South Galatia theory is discussed in ch. 10, sec. 
2.A, below.) 


5. Jerusalem (Acts 15:1-35) 
A.D, 49. According to Acts, Paul and Barnabas represented the position of the 
Antioch church at a meeting in Jerusalem. Many critical scholars doubt that such 
a meeting took place. Others think that Paul’s mentioning of going to Jerusalem in 
Gal 2:1-10 is a reference to this meeting (see ch. 10. below, on Galatians). 


C. Second Missionary Journey (Acts 15:36-18:22; A.D. 50-52) 


1. Antioch (Acts 15:36-40) 
After a split with Barnabas over John Mark, who had left the pair at Perga in 
Pamphylia, Paul took Silas and departed on the second missionary journey. 


2. Syrian Cilicia (Acts 15:41) 
Paul traveled through the region of Cilicia in the province of Syria, strengthen- 
ing the churches. 


3. Phrygian Galatia—Derbe and Lystra (Acts 16:1-6) 

Paul preached in the area (and possibly sent emissaries to Colossae), circumcising 
Timothy in Lystra, whose father was a Greek but whose mother was a Jewess. Paul 
and his companions were forbidden by the Spirit from entering Bithynia (Acts 16:7-8). 

Galatians? A.D. 50-52. Galatians may have been written at this time, which 
would coincide with either the southern or the northern hypothesis discussed in 
ch. 10, below. 
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4, Troas (Acts 16:8-10). 
In Troas in Asia, Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia calling him and his 
companions to Macedonia. They traveled from Troas to Samothrace and to Mace- 
donian Neapolis, and then to Philippi (Acts 16:11). 


5. Philippi (Acts 16:12-40). 

In Philippi, the leading city of the district of Macedonia, Lydia was converted, 
and Paul and Silas were imprisoned for exorcising a slave girl and depriving her 
owners of their means of profit (her owners were paid for her prophecies). An 
earthquake released them, leading to their jailer’s conversion. Here Paul utilized 
his Roman citizenship. 


6. Thessalonica (Acts 17:1-9). 
After passing through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they arrived in Thessalonica 
in Macedonia, where Paul preached in the synagogue. As a result, there was an 
attack on his host, Jason. 


7. Beroea (Acts 17:10-14) 
After preaching in the synagogue, Jews from Thessalonica stirred up the crowd 
in Macedonian Beroea against Paul, who was then forced to leave. 


8. Athens (Acts. 17:15-34) 
While Paul was waiting for Silas and Timothy, he engaged in dialogue in the 
synagogue and addressed the philosophers in a speech on Mars Hill in Athens, 
which is located in Achaia. 


9. Corinth (Acts 18:1-18) 

Autumn A.D. 50-spring A.D. 52: During his one-and-a-half-year stay in Cor- 
inth, Paul appeared before Gallio, the Roman proconsul of Achaia. There he met 
Priscilla and Aquila, who had fled from Rome in response to Claudius’s edict of 
AD. 49;!29 later, after being opposed in the synagogue, he taught in the house of 
Titius Justus. 

1 and 2 Thessalonians. A.D. 50-52. It is generally agreed that 1 Thessalonians 
and 2 Thessalonians (if the latter is authentically Pauline; see ch. 10, sec. 2.C.1, 
below) were written during Paul’s stay in Corinth; see 1 Thess 3:1. 


10. Ephesus (Acts 18:19-21) 
This was Paul's first visit to Ephesus in Asia, where he left Priscilla and 
Aquila. He began his ministry here by preaching in the synagogue. 


11. Caesarea and Jerusalem (Acts 18:22) 
Acts says that Paul landed at Caesarea and went up and greeted the church; 
this probably refers to going up to Jerusalem. 


12, Antioch (Acts 18:22) 
Paul closed this missionary journey by returning to Antioch. 


. Third Missionary Journey (Acts 18:23-21:17; A.D. 53-57) 


1. Antioch (Acts 18:23) 
Paul began his third missionary journey from Antioch. 


2. Galatia and Phrygia (Acts 18:23) 
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Paul is said to have visited Galatia and Phrygia, which, as in Acts 16:6, prob- 
ably refers to the Phrygian region of the Galatian province and would have in- 
cluded the cities of Pisidian Antioch and Iconium. 


Ephesus (Acts 19:1—41) 

Spring or autumn A.D. 53—55/56. After recounting the arrival of Apollos, a 
Jew from Alexandria, in Ephesus, Acts says that while Apollos was in Corinth, 
Paul arrived at Ephesus. Sometime either before arriving in Ephesus or early in 
his stay, Paul probably wrote his first letter to the Corinthians (now lost). Here he 
baptized the Ephesians into the name of the Lord Jesus, and they received the Holy 
Spirit. Paul stayed in Ephesus for two years and three months. During this time, 
Paul spoke in the synagogue for three months before opposition forced him to 
preach in a room owned by a certain Tyrannus. He also performed miracles (Acts 
19:11). Apparently at the end of the period, the silversmith Demetrius caused a 
riot because the trade in idols of Artemis had diminished as a result of the success 
of Paul’s preaching. During this time Paul also probably made what is known as 
the “painful visit” to Corinth, traveling by boat across the Aegean Sea (2 Cor 2:1). 

Galatians? Spring or autumn A.D. 53-summer A.D. 55. Galatians may have 
been written at this time, which would coincide best with a northern aa tees 
discussed in ch. 10, sec. 2.A, below. 

1 Corinthians. Spring A.D. 55. It is generally agreed that Paul wrote from 
Ephesus his second letter to the Corinthians (what we call 1 Corinthians; 1 Cor 
16:8), and then, after his “painful visit” to them, his third, the “severe letter” 
(also probably lost, although some think fragments in 2 Corinthians [actually the 
fourth letter; see below], such as 2 Cor 10-13, might be part of it). 

Philippians? A.D. 55. For those suggesting an early date for Philippians, this 
would be the most likely time of composition. 


4. Troas (2 Cor 2:12-13) 


Upon leaving Ephesus, Paul traveled to Troas, where he waited to no avail for 
Timothy’s word on how the Corinthians received his “severe letter.” When Timo- 
thy did not meet him there, he proceeded to Macedonia. 


. Macedonia (Acts 20:1-2) 


Paul traveled through the area, probably visiting Philippi and Thessalonica 
(perhaps Beroea) and possibly getting as far as Illyricum in Dalmatia (Rom 
15:19-20). This traveling may have taken up to a year. 

2 Corinthians. A.D. 56. Second Corinthians (or at least chs. 1-9), the fourth 
and final letter to the Corinthian church, was probably written during this time, 
probably from Philippi. 


. Greece (Acts 20:2-3) 


A.D. 56 or 57. Paul stayed three months in Greece, almost certainly in Cur- 
inth. Because of a plot by the Jews, he did not sail for Syria. 

Galatians? A.D. 56 or 57. Galatians may have been written at this time because 
of its similarities to Romans, according to a version of the northern hypothesis. 

Romans. Spring A.D. 56 or 57. Romans was probably written from Corinth 
during this time (Rom 15:14-29). 


. Macedonia, including Philippi (Acts 20:3-6) 


Passover A.D. 57. Accompanied by many traveling companions, Paul made his 
way back to the east through Macedonia, including Philippi. 
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8. Troas (Acts 20:6—-12) 
During Paul’s seven days in Troas, he preached the sermon during which 
Eutychus dropped off to sleep and fell three floors to the ground. 


9, Miletus (Acts 20:13-38) 
Traveling by way of Assos and other cities on the coast of Asia, Paul and his 
companions arrived at Miletus, where he spoke to the elders of the Ephesian church, 
who tried to talk him out of going to Jerusalem because of his prediction of danger. 


10. Tyre (Acts 21:3-7) 
Passing through several ports, Paul and his companions arrived on the coast at 
Tyre. He met with disciples who tried to dissuade him from going to Jerusalem, 
and then sailed on to the port of Ptolemais, from which they proceeded to Caesarea. 


ll. Caesarea (Acts 21:8-14) 
In Caesarea, a prophet named Agabus came from Judea and attempted to dis- 
suade Paul from going to Jerusalem. 


12. Jerusalem (Acts 21:15—23:32) 

Pentecost A.D. 57. Paul agreed to perform a vow to demonstrate that he had 
not abandoned the law. While in the temple area, a number of Jews from Asia 
(possibly Ephesus?) stirred up the crowd to accuse Paul of opposing the law of 
Moses (antinomianism) and bringing Greeks into the temple area. When a riot en- 
sued, he was taken into the custody of the Romans. Paul was interrogated, kept in 
protective custody, and appeared before the Sanhedrin. When a plot against his life 
was uncovered, he was transferred to Caesarea. 


E. Paul in Roman Custody (A.D. 57-62) 


1. Paul’s Caesarean Imprisonment (Acts 23:33-26:32) 
A.D. 57-60. Paul was in Roman custody in Caesarea under two Roman procu- 
rators, Felix and Festus. He also made a defense before Agrippa before having his 
case referred to Rome. 


2. Paul's Travels to Rome (Acts 27:1—28:15) 

A.D. 60-61. Paul sailed to Rome under the custody of a centurion named Jul- 
ius. Passing by Cyprus, Cilicia, and Pamphylia, the ship landed at Myra in Lycia. 
Then they boarded an Alexandrian ship for Rome. While sailing by Crete, a storm 
came up that finally shipwrecked them on Malta. After three months, they again 
set sail and arrived at Puteoli, on the Italian coast. 


3. Paul’s Roman Imprisonment (Acts 28:16—31) 
A.D. 61-62. Paul was imprisoned in Rome for two years in a private house. 
Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, and Ephesians. A.D. 61-62. If these letters 
were written from a Roman imprisonment and they are all genuinely Pauline (see 
ch. 10, sec. 3, below, for a discussion of authorship), they would have been writ- 
ten during this time. Establishing the order of their writing is difficult; some put 
Philippians at the beginning of this period, and others put it at the end. Other 
views of the imprisonment would put the letters earlier (see sec. 4, below). 


F. Paul’s Possible Release from Prison and Later Reimprisonment (A.D. 62-65) 


If Acts does not record the closing period of Paul’s life, the following is a pos- 
sible scenario of what happened after his release. 
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1. Paul’s Travels in the Mediterranean Area 


Acts apparently does not record these travels to such places as Macedonia and 
possibly Ephesus (1 Tim 1:3), probably Crete (Titus 1:5), Nicopolis (Titus 3:12), 


Troas (2 Tim 4:13) and Miletus (2 Tim 4:19). 


1 Timothy and Titus. A.D. 64-65. These two letters, if they are authentically 
Pauline, and most scholars do not believe that they are, would most likely have 


been written during this period of freedom. 


2. Pauline Reimprisonment (2 Tim 1:16-17, 4:6) 
A.D. 64-65. Paul, according to this view, was reimprisoned and died during the 
Christian persecutions by Nero (possibly as late as A.D. 67). 
2 Timothy. A.D. 64-65. If this letter is authentically Pauline, and most schol- 
ars do not believe that it is, it would most likely have been written during this 


final imprisonment of Paul. 


4, PAUL’S IMPRISONMENTS 


That Paul was imprisoned is not a matter of 
dispute. The question is not even how many 
times he was imprisoned. What is important is 
that it appears that during one of his imprison- 
ments he wrote at least two letters (Philippians 
and Philemon) and possibly more (Colossians and 
Ephesians, and possibly 2 Timothy). Traditionally 
Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, and Ephesians 
are attributed to the same imprisonment, while 2 
Timothy is attributed to a later imprisonment. 
What is the evidence regarding these various im- 
prisonments, and what bearing do these facts have 
upon discussion of the Prison Epistles? The evi- 
dence is inconclusive, but as Wansink has recently 
shown, it is important to understand Paul’s im- 
prisonment in terms of both the physical condi- 
tions that he would have been subject to and the 
influence these may have had upon how he devel- 


Ruins of the temple of Augustus in Pisidian Antioch 
(Acts 13:13-52; 14:1, 21). Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


oped various themes in his letters. We do not have 
space to develop the influence of imprisonment upon 
Paul’s writings. It is, nevertheless, worth recount- 
ing the evidence for the various imprisonments. 2! 


The Church of St. Paul at Pisidian Antioch, built on 

the remains of a synagogue that dates back to the first 

century A.D. It may be where Paul first preached in 
this ancient city. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


A. Paul the Prisoner 


That Paul was imprisoned is attested in sev- 
eral different ways. First, numerous references in 
his letters witness to his imprisonment: Phil 1:14; 
Col 4:10; Eph 6:20; Phim 1, 23; 2 Cor 11:23; 2 Tim 
1:8. Second, there are references to Paul’s impris- 
onments elsewhere in the NT, particularly in 
Acts: 16:23—26, in Philippi for one night; chs. 
23-26, in Caesarea for roughly two years; 28:30-31, 
in Rome for two years. Third, there are refer- 
ences in extrabiblical sources, the most notewor- 


The cardo leading from the theater and temple at 
Pisidian Antioch. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


thy being Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 2.22), who reports 
that Paul was imprisoned for two years in Rome 
before being released, later reimprisoned, and 
killed during this last imprisonment. The evidence 
is conclusive and decisive—Paul was in prison on 
several occasions. But where might he have been 
in prison when he wrote the Prison Epistles? 


B. The Places of Imprisonment 


Four major locations are suggested for the im- 
prisonment during which Paul wrote the Prison 
Epistles (the number of letters may be fewer, de- 
pending upon one’s view of the Pauline authorship 
of several of the letters). J. A. T. Robinson has 
made a commendable attempt to place the Pastoral 
Epistles into what is known of the Pauline chronol- 
ogy from Acts, but his scheme has generally been 
rejected by scholars.!>? He raises some important 
issues, but generally the differences in the letters— 
granted, many of these have been overdrawn— 
seem to require that they be treated separately, ei- 
ther as pseudonymous compositions or as products 
of a period of writing that extends beyond the end 
of Acts (a period suggested by Eusebius, cited above). 
The four major places of imprisonment during 
which letter writing could have occurred are, in 
decreasing order of probability, Rome, Ephesus, 
Caesarea, and Corinth.) 


1, Rome 


The Roman imprisonment is the traditional 
and still the majority view regarding the place of 
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Paul’s imprisonment during the composition of the 
Prison Epistles. As was noted above, Eusebius says 
that Paul was brought to Rome and that with him 
was Aristarchus, whom he calls a fellow prisoner 
in Col 4:10 (cf. also Acts 27:2, where Aristarchus is 
said to be accompanying Paul). Paul’s imprison- 
ment at Rome was “without restraint” (so says 
Eusebius), which is compatible with the kind of 
freedom mentioned at the end of Acts (28:30) and 
consistent with—and even necessary for—the kind 
of ministry, including writing and receiving people, 
that seems to go on in the Prison Epistles. For ex- 
ample, Timothy is said to be the coauthor or cosender 
of all of the prison letters, and in all of these letters, 
Paul mentions people who have come to him, in- 
cluding Epaphroditus, Epaphras, and Onesimus, to 
name only a few (e.g., Phil 2:25; Col 4:10-12, 14). It 
is likely, according to this view, that Onesimus fled 
(or traveled) to the capital of the empire in order to 
escape detection. Rome was a city of 750,000 to 
1,000,000 people at this time, fully half of them 
slaves. It is understandable that an escaped slave 
wishing to go undetected would have selected 
Rome as a city in which he could live unnoticed. 
When the Roman imprisonment is compared 
with other possible places mentioned in the sources 
cited above, it appears to be the only viable option. 
So far as hard evidence is concerned, the half-night 
imprisonment at Philippi is clearly inadequate, and 
even the Caesarean imprisonment, though it lasted 
for two years (Acts 24:27), seems to have involved 
a different situation, in which Paul’s movements 
and the possibility even of receiving people and 
writing letters would have been more restricted, 


An unexcavated mound at ancient Lystra, where 
Paul and Barnabas planted a church (Acts 14:6-20), 
in Turkey. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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The ruins of the gateway to Troas, the location of 
Paul's Macedonian vision (Acts 16:8-10). 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


especially if there were fear of a plot against his life 
(Acts 23:16). The last piece of evidence for the 
Roman imprisonment is the thought reflected in 
the Prison letters. The great theological themes of 
the major letters, such as justification apart from 
works, do not seem to be emphasized in these let- 
ters. While this might point to a period earlier 
than the time of composition of the main letters, 
this is not a serious option, and hence would seem 
to indicate a later date. This later date is supported 
by the fact that these letters discuss several topics in 
which there is a more developed theology in terms 
of the church as the body of Christ, and by the or- 
derliness that has become more predominant in 
these churches (compare the Corinthian letters with 
Phil 1:1 and the household codes [Ger. Haustafeln], 
which specify mutual submission between members 
of the household, in Colossians and Ephesians).134 
Even though there is significant evidence for 
the Roman imprisonment, not all have been con- 
vinced. There are two major objections to the 
Roman hypothesis. The first concerns the Pauline 
chronology as established by Acts. If it is thought 
desirable to fit all of the Pauline Letters into this 
chronology, it appears very difficult to do so, apart 
from Robinson's scheme mentioned above. The 
second concerns the distance between Rome and 
the cities involved in the prison correspondence. 
The distance between Colossae and Rome is ap- 
proximately a thousand miles. If it is assumed that 
Onesimus ran away from Philemon in Colossae, he 
would have been required to travel a considerable 
distance both by land and by boat. The increased 
danger of traveling by boat lay in the fact that if he 


had been detected, there would have been no way 
to escape, short of attempting to swim the Mediter- 
ranean! Furthermore, there are other trips involved 
in this scenario. Besides Onesimus, Epaphras and 
Epaphroditus came to Paul, although the latter 
traveled a shorter distance from Philippi. Then 
Tychicus and Onesimus returned to Colossae with 
the two letters Colossians and Philemon. Such long 
journeys seem to be treated in a rather casual way 
in the letters, considering the distances involved. 
Nevertheless, this is not atypical for papyrus letters 
in general, in which safety is more important than 
distance (cf. Phil 2:25-29 regarding Epaphroditus), 
Finally, the reference that Paul makes in Phlm 22 
to his intention to visit Colossae and to have a bed 
prepared for him may seem a bit difficult to under- 
stand in the light of both his intention to travel to 
the west from Rome (Rom 15:24, 28) and the dis- 
tance involved. 


The reconstruction of the Stoa of Attalus in the 
Agora of ancient Athens now serves as a museum. 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


2. Ephesus 


There is no record of an Ephesian imprison- 
ment in Acts or Paul's letters, but there is explicit 
mention in Acts Paul 6. Consequently, an argu- 
ment for Ephesian imprisonment would depend on 
inference and late evidence, but a plausible case 
has been made for it, nonetheless. According to 
this position, first argued by Deissmann, who was 
followed by a significant number,!> Paul was im- 
prisoned in Ephesus during one of his two trips to 
the city, perhaps during his first visit on his second 
missionary journey (Acts 18:19-21) or, more likely, 
during his third missionary journey after the inci- 
dent with Demetrius, who convinced his fellow idol 
makers that Paul was hurting their business (Acts 
19:23-41). He then wrote Philippians, Colossians, 
and Philemon; the composition of Ephesians was 
reserved for a later period (if it was written by 
Paul). There is no direct reference to this impris- 
onment, but there are several lines of indirect 
evidence, including the plausible scenario just 


The temple of Athena (6th cent. B.C.) at Assos. 
From 347 to 344 B.C, Aristotle made his home at 
Assos, and Paul stopped here on his last missionary 
journey (Acts 20:13-14). Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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outlined. Included in this evidence is the fact that 
Paul, in 2 Cor 11:23, testifies that he was impris- 
oned many times and that he had troubles in Asia, 
including fighting with wild beasts in Ephesus (1 
Cor 15:32), having severe trials (2 Cor 1:8), and 
Priscilla and Aquila risking their lives for him 
(Rom 16:3, 4). The Marcionite prologue lists Ephesus 
as the place of origin of the Letter to the Colossians, %° 
Ephesus was situated only a hundred miles from 
Colossae, a short distance for Onesimus to travel 
after fleeing Colossae. Ephesus was known to have 
a slave underground into which Onesimus could 
have hoped to be integrated. This location seems to 
make better sense of Paul’s reference in Phim 22 to 
prepare for his visit. 

In spite of the case that has been made for an 
Ephesian imprisonment, it has still failed to dis- 
place the Roman imprisonment theory. There are 
several possible reasons for this. First, though there 
are references in Paul’s letters to various troubles 
in Asia, in particular Ephesus, including his fight- 
ing with beasts (1 Cor 15:32),13” none of these refer- 
ences is clearly a reference to an imprisonment. 
Few, if any, would take the reference to fighting 
with wild beasts as something that happened dur- 
ing an imprisonment, for the simple reason that 
Paul would almost assuredly not have been around 
to talk of this event if it had literally happened (and 
was not a metaphorical reference to conflict with 
humans). Furthermore, there is no evidence that 
such punishment was used on Christians at this 
early date. Even though 2 Cor 11:23 refers to other 
imprisonments, it does not specify an Ephesian im- 
prisonment. It is doubtful that so significant an im- 
prisonment would be completely overlooked by the 
author of Acts, especially since he mentions Paul’s 


376 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


being in Ephesus on several occasions, as well as 
the trouble that he had with Demetrius. It is not 
impossible that Onesimus fled to Ephesus, but the 
distance is perhaps too close for an escaped slave to 
expect to be able to blend in, especially since his 
master probably would have started his search in 
that very city. Furthermore, there is no evidence 
that a praetorian guard, which is mentioned in 
Phil 1:13, was located in a senatorial province.1°8 
Finally, the significance of Phlm 22 is probably 
being missed. It is not that Paul would have been 
likely to drop in but, rather, that Paul is making 
use of the convention of the “apostolic presence,” 
in which he would use his authority as a way of 
creating leverage for his requests. 


3. Caesarea 


The Caesarean imprisonment theory, although 
Acts refers to an imprisonment there, has never 
been a particularly strong position to maintain or 
defend. It has been argued that Aristarchus’s 
sharing of Paul’s imprisonment (Col 4:10) can be 
harmonized with Paul’s imprisonment in Caesarea 
(Acts 24:23) and Tychicus’s going on to Colossae 
(Col 4:8) just as easily as with the Roman impris- 
onment. Indeed, it is claimed, in light of the dis- 
tances of Rome and Ephesus from Colossae, the one 
being too far and the other too close, Caesarea is 
the most likely place for Onesimus to have gone, 
especially since he would have had to travel only 
by land, not by sea. The request for accommoda- 
tion in Phlm 22 came more likely, this position 
maintains, from Caesarea, before Paul appealed to 
Caesar, when there was still hope that he would be 
freed from there. His heading from Caesarea to 
Colossae would have been part of his westward 
movement, which was anticipated when he wrote 
Romans (15:24), 

Even though what is said of Caesarea may be 
compatible with the evidence in Acts and Colossians, 
it is highly unlikely that Paul’s Prison Epistles were 
written there. Caesarea was a very Roman city of 
approximately fifty thousand inhabitants and with 
the headquarters of the Roman procurator, so it is 
highly unlikely that Onesimus could have hoped to 
blend in there as an escaped slave or that so much 
missionary activity could have gone on there as re- 
quired (see Col 4:3, 4, 11). 


4. Corinth 


It has also been suggested that Paul was im- 
prisoned in Corinth, !4° probably when he appeared 
before Gallio after the Jews made accusations against 
the Christians regarding worshipping in illegal ways 
(Acts 18:12-17). The polemic of, for example, Phil 
3:1-11 is said to be consistent with other Pauline 
writings of this time (e.g., 2 Corinthians), and the 
distance would have been suitable for communica- 
tion with those in Asia. Although this position is 
based upon inference, the argument is that there 
was a period of imprisonment after the charges 
were brought against Paul and before his case was 
heard before Gallio, even though it was immedi- 
ately dismissed. The time would have been suffi- 
cient for production of the Prison Epistles, since 
Paul was in Corinth during this stay for over a 
year. This would move the composition of letters 
written during this imprisonment to around A.D. 
50-52. 

This view has little to commend it. Not only 
does it require an imprisonment that is not men- 
tioned in Acts, Paul's letters, or any other source 
even though it would have been literarily impor- 
tant; it also requires a complete rethinking of the 
theological development of Paul’s letters. That some 
of Paul’s great doctrines, such as justification, are 
not major topics in the Prison Epistles is not the 
chief problem. The problem is that Paul appears to 
have a more developed view of the church as body 
in several of the Prison Epistles than he does in the 
major epistles (compare Eph 4:15-16, 5:29-32 with 
1 Cor 12:12-31; Philippians may not show the same 
degree of development, perhaps suggesting a date 
different from the other Prison Letters). This kind of 
development does not make sense. It is understand- 
able that Paul would choose not to emphasize cer- 
tain beliefs in subsequent letters, but it is difficult to 
account for an underdevelopment of ideas com- 
pared to the major letters. Furthermore, the atmo- 
sphere reflected in the Prison Epistles does not seem 
to be the same as that of the Corinthian situation, 
where Paul is surrounded by friends engaged in ac- 
tive ministry. 

In conclusion, it is clear that the Roman im- 
prisonment still has the most to commend itself, 
even if one cannot be dogmatic about this conclu- 
sion. Although the distances involved are great, 
they are not insurmountable in the light of what 
we know of travel in the Greco-Roman world. If the 


conditions were favorable, it was possible for a person 
to make a trip from Rome to a place on the eastern 
Mediterranean in about four to seven weeks.'*! 
There is the further possibility that Onesimus may 
have been sent on a trip by his master, a trip that 
may have taken him to the vicinity of Paul, even 
Rome itself. Rightly understood as the invocation 
of apostolic authority that it is, Phlm 22 presents 
no difficulty to this position. Nor does Paul’s pos- 
sible decision after his release to travel around the 
eastern Mediterranean rather than head to Spain 
present a difficulty (such travels do not preclude a 
trip to Spain). Paul’s statements in Romans describ- 
ing his intended program are not determinative. 


5, THE PAULINE LETTER FORM!” 
A. The Letter in the Hellenistic World 


The Hellenistic period was a letter-writing age, 
and Paul was a letter writer. As the great classical 
scholar Gilbert Murray says of Paul, “He is cer- 
tainly one of the great figures in Greek litera- 
ture’! because of the importance of his letters. 
The joining together of the world surrounding the 
Mediterranean, which began during the time of Al- 
exander the Great, not only brought a sense of ex- 
tended unity to the entire region but also created 
the need for communication between people who 
were sometimes removed by great distances from 
each other. As a result, the letter became a very 
important form of communication. The postal sys- 
tem was for official letters, so the vast majority of 


The ancient harbor at Assos (Behramkale, Turkey) 
(Acts 20:13-14). Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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correspondence was private, carried by whoever 
would agree to do so.14 

Thousands upon thousands of letters from the 
Greco-Roman period have been found among a 
huge quantity of papyrus documents from the an- 
cient world.!*> Papyrus was essentially the paper of 
the Hellenistic world, a writing material manufac- 
tured when the papyrus plant, split into lengths, 
was pressed together and dried into flat sheets. The 
vast majority of these papyrus documents have 
been found in Egypt, in such areas as the Fayyum 
region and near the ancient city of Oxyrhynchus. 
The major discoveries occurred in the mid-nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. As James Hope Moulton 
titled his book about the importance of these dis- 
coveries—From Egyptian Rubbish-Heaps!*°—they 
were literally discovered in the old city dumps of 
these cities. The favorable atmospheric conditions 
and their use in the packing of various mummies 
ensured that thousands of these texts could one 
day be discovered. Some of them are relatively 
large sheets of writing in good condition, while 
many are simply small fragments. The kinds of 
documents found include the range of things that 
one might expect: wills, land surveys, reports, re- 
ceipts for various financial transactions, contracts 
for especially agriculture and related services, per- 
sonal letters, a variety of judicial, legal, and official 
documents and letters, and numerous literary and 
theological works, !4” 

As a part of the Hellenistic world, early Chris- 
tianity was also a letter-writing religion. Of the 
twenty-seven books found in the NT, twenty-one 


The Mamertine Prison adjacent to the Forum in 
Rome is believed by some to be the place where the 
Apostles Peter and Paul were incarcerated just before 
their death. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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have been identified as letters of various forms: let- 
ters to individuals (such as Philemon), letters to 
various groups or churches (such as Romans and 1 
Peter), letters meant to circulate to various groups 
(such as Galatians), and anonymous letters (such 
as Hebrews if it is a letter; see ch. 11, below). Even 
the book of Revelation, if it is not itself a letter, con- 
tains letters (chs. 2-3), The same pattern was con- 
tinued by the Apostolic Fathers; twelve of the fifteen 
texts by the nine authors are letters, such as 1 
Clement.148 

At first, the discovery of the papyri did not have 
a significant influence upon NT scholarship. The 
German scholar Deissmann was one of the fore- 
most pioneers in recognizing the importance of an- 
cient Greek letters for understanding the NT. He 
tells how, during a chance trip through the Mar- 
burg library, he noticed an unbound volume of pa- 
pyri and, on one page, the words “son of god,” 
which led to his excited investigation of their lan- 
guage.!49 To him, it resembled that of the NT, and 
he proceeded to undertake some of the most impor- 
tant lexical studies of the Greek of this period. He 
was followed by a number of other important 


scholars, including Moulton. (See ch. 13, below, on 
the language of the NT.) 

One of the most important of Deissmann’s find- 
ings concerned the nature of the Christian letter, 
including the letters of Paul. Deissmann noted that 
the letters from Egypt tended to be short, ranging 
in length from only a few words to approximately 
300, the average being around 275. The letters of 
the NT, however, are significantly longer than these 
letters, with the exception of Philemon, which, at 
335 words, is slightly longer than the average Egyp- 
tian letter. On the other hand, there are a number 
of letters by literary figures, including those attrib- 
uted to Plato, Isocrates, Demosthenes, Cicero (who 
reputedly wrote 931 letters), and Seneca. As a re- 
sult of his studies, in conjunction with his analysis 
of the sociological makeup of the early church, 
Deissmann distinguished the “true letters” of the 
papyri from “literary letters” or “epistles.” His anal- 
ysis concluded that Paul’s letters were true letters 
(except for the Pastoral Epistles), since they were 
addressed to a specific situation and specific people, 
reflected Paul’s genuine and unaffected thoughts and 
ideas, and were written in the language of the people 


of the day, rather than in some artificial literary 
style. ° This was in keeping with Deissmann’s 
conclusion regarding the nature of the early church, 
that it was essentially a group of people connected 
with the lower economic levels of the times, of 
which Paul was a part. Most studies of the letters of 
the NT are responses to Deissmann’s classifications. 

The general conclusion of later studies is that a 
variety of factors must be considered, rather than 
simply length and supposed genuineness. Better 
than seeing a disjunction between letter and epistle 
is the idea that there is a continuum, which de- 
pends on at least the following factors: language, 
whether the letters have a formal or informal style; 
content, whether their subject matter is one of 
business, personal recommendation, praise or blame, 
or instruction; and audience, including whether 
the letters are public or private. There are other 
factors to consider in analyzing Paul’s letters. Un- 
like most true letters, his are not private in the con- 
ventional sense; at the same time, they are not for 
any and all who might be interested in reading 
them. They are for groups of followers of Christ, or 
churches, hence the frequent use of the second-per- 
son-plural form of address. His letters are signifi- 
cantly longer than the average papyrus letter, and 
they have some unique features of organization, 
discussed below. The body of the Pauline letter is 
recognizably that of the ancient personal letter, the 
major difference being that the topics are not usu- 
ally personal commendations but, rather, instruc- 
tions in the Christian faith. In many respects, Paul’s 
style is that of the everyday language, but he was 
also a linguistic innovator. He used certain words 
in ways that were previously unknown (e.g., the 
use of the verb “reconcile” [kataA\doou, katalass0] 
in the active voice, with the offended party, God, as 
subject; see 2 Cor 5:18, 19 and sec. 2, above), and he 
shaped his language to meet the needs of the 
churches he was addressing. 


B. The Purposes of Letters 


Letters in the ancient world seem to have func- 
tioned very similarly to the way they do in the 
modern world. There were at least three major pur- 
poses of letters in the ancient world, all of which 
are exemplified in Paul’s letters. First, letters were 
used to establish and maintain relationships. They 
were seen as a means of bridging the distance be- 
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tween the correspondents. For example, a husband 
might write from Alexandria to his wife back in 
Oxyrhynchus, maintaining contact by informing 
her how his job in Alexandria is going and when 
he is expecting to return home (e.g., P.Oxy. 744). 
Or Paul writing to the Philippians includes thanks 
for their generosity (Phil 4:10-20). For a relation- 
ship that has not been recently maintained, or 
maintained as one party thinks it should have 
been, the letter could also be used to revive the re- 
lationship (e.g., P.Oxy. 119, where a peevish boy 
writes to his father, who has gone to Alexandria 
without him; BGU 3.846, a letter from a prodigal 
son wishing to return home). One of the challenges 
of letter writing is that between the parties there is 
not only a physical but also a temporal distance, 
both of which must be overcome. As a result, the 
recipient of a letter is often written to as if present. 
In this sense, the letter is a substitute for the per- 
sonal presence of the writer. This is a very impor- 
tant function of the Hellenistic letter, but it is not 
the only function. 

The second purpose of a letter in the ancient 
world was to provide a form of dialogical inter- 
change. The letter formed one side of a conversa- 
tion, perhaps conveying various types of informa- 
tion. This information could give instructions, for 
example, regarding some function to be performed 
by the recipient, such as buying or selling an ani- 
mal, or make requests, such as to send money (e.g., 
P.Tebt. 40 regarding land management). It could 
convey information—for instance, the condition of 
life of the one initiating the conversation. The con- 
tent of the letter could vary depending upon the 
nature of the correspondence; Paul uses 1 Corinthi- 
ans to respond to particular issues raised by those 
at Corinth. 

The third purpose was to provide a permanent 
record of some form of interaction between the 
sender and receiver. This is often the case with the 
legal texts found in the papyri. Receipts and ac- 
knowledgments of legal and other transactions 
bear witness to the kinds of dealings these people 
had (e.g., P.Eleph. 1 is a marriage contract). The 
recording of it in a letter provides a record of this 
transaction for future reference. Paul’s Letter to 
Philemon provides a good example of this kind of 
letter. A number of official letters also bear witness 
to governmental correspondence and decrees. 
These letters were meant to promulgate the decrees 
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The Flavian amphitheater at Rome, commonly called 
the Colosseum because of the colossal statue of Nero 
once adjacent to it. Begun by Vespasian and 
completed by Domitian (A.D. 81-96), it seated 
50,000 people, and the walls reflect the three 
primary patterns of Greek architecture (Doric, Ionic, 
Corinthian) in its three stories. A fourth level added 
in the third century increased its capacity. Countless 
thousands of slaves, Christians, and others considered 
to be enemies of Rome were killed here in gladiatorial 
combat or slaughtered by beasts at the pleasure of 
the Romans (see 2 Tim 4:17). 

Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


and ensure that there was a record of the terms of 
the order. The Letter to the Romans may well be 
categorized as recording a set of Paul’s beliefs in 
similar fashion. 


C. The Form of the Letter 


The ancient Greek letter is usually said to have 
three formal parts: the opening, the body, and the 
closing. Often at the beginning of the body of the 


letter there is a thanksgiving, in which the writer 
gives thanks to a god or the gods for the health and 
safety of the recipient. It is this form that Paul 
seems to have adapted to his own purposes. Scholars 
are divided over whether Paul’s letters fall into 
three, four, or five parts.>! The question revolves 
around whether two of the parts are seen, on func- 
tional grounds, to be separate and distinct units 
within the letter or whether these are subsumed in 
the body of the letter. Without wishing to distance 
Paul's letters from those of the Hellenistic world, 
especially in light of how Paul enhanced the letter 
form, we believe that it is appropriate to expand the 
traditional form-based three-part structure and, 
using functional categories as well, talk in terms of 
five parts to the Pauline letter form: opening, 
thanksgiving, body, parenesis, and closing. This is 
not, however, to say that each of the Pauline Let- 
ters has all five of these forms. As the outlines of 
the letters in ch. 10, below, indicate, in some there 
are fewer than five parts. Nevertheless, when one 
of these sections is missing, it is worth asking 
whether there is a reason for this departure from 
his standard form. The outlines in ch. 10 depart 
from the outlines usually found in commentaries 
and other introductions because the former utilize 
the ancient epistolary form as the standard rather 
than the usual thematic, theological, or subject- 
oriented approach. 


1. Opening 


The usual (though certainly not unvarying) 
opening of a letter in the ancient world included 
three elements: the sender, the recipient, and a 
word of greeting, often in the form “A to B, greet- 
ings [yalpetv, chairein].” This was the standard 
form from the third century B.C. to the third cen- 
tury A.D., although the form “To B from A, greet- 
ings” was also found. 

Paul includes all three elements in his standard 
opening, with several modifications. Three are worth 
noting. The first is that Paul more times than not 
includes others as coauthors or cosenders of his let- 
ters. Only Romans, Ephesians, and the Pastoral 
Epistles do not include a cosender. First Corinthi- 
ans also lists Sosthenes; 2 Corinthians, Timothy; 
Galatians, all the brothers (though not a specific 
designation); Philippians, Timothy; Colossians, 
Timothy; 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Silas and Timo- 
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thy; and Philemon, Timothy. The question is why 
he does this. Are these people also authors? Should 
the corpus be known as the Pauline and other au- 
thors’ letters (especially Timothy)? Since a distinc- 
tive Pauline voice comes through the Pauline Let- 
ters, most scholars do not wish to see these people 
as coauthors on an equal footing with Paul. In- 
stead, they may best be seen as cosenders. Paul, by 
including these colleagues, such as his long-stand- 
ing companions Timothy and Silas, perhaps shows 
that his gospel is not his alone, that what he is say- 
ing comes from a Christian community to another 
Christian community. Since Timothy is also seen 
frequently as a letter carrier in Acts and the Pau- 
line Letters, the specification at the beginning of 
the letter probably helped to establish the authority 
of the letter carrier, who may well have been re- 
sponsible for reading the letter to the audience. 
There were some who read to themselves, but for 
the most part reading was done out loud in the an- 
cient world, so most reading had the character of a 
public activity (Col 4:16). Since, at most, only 


15-20 percent of the men were literate, virtually 
all of the writings of the NT, including the letters, 
would have been read out loud to their churches. It 
is worth noting that Romans and Ephesians do not 
have cosenders, perhaps because these letters were 
sent under different circumstances than the other 
Pauline Letters, the first to a church that Paul had 
never visited and that was located outside his im- 
mediate sphere of influence (Paul had probably not 
been to Colossae either, but it was within his sphere 
of influence), and the second perhaps to no specific 
church but to a number of churches in Asia. The 
Pastorals also include no cosender, but if they are 
authentic and if they were sent to Timothy and 
Titus, two of Paul’s close associates, they would 
have no need of a cosender. 

The second feature of the Pauline opening is 
that he often expands the specification of the 
sender or recipient. For example, in Rom 1:1-6 Paul 
expands the designation of the sender. His designa- 
tion of himself as set apart for the gospel of God 
leads to a lengthy expansion on the nature of this 
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The theater at Ephesus (Acts 19:28-32), with a 
seating capacity of 25,000. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


gospel, focusing upon its relation to Jesus Christ. In 
1 Cor 1:2, there is expansion of the designation of 
the recipient, defining the church of God in Corinth 
in terms of those who are sanctified and called to 
be holy. Whereas designation of the title or position 
of the sender or recipient in a letter was known in 
the ancient world, this kind of expansion is virtu- 
ally unknown before the time of Paul. 

The third feature of the Pauline opening is that 
Paul has apparently modified the word of greeting. 
All of Paul’s letters include not the verb “greetings” 
(xatpe.v) but the words “grace” (xapts) and “peace” 
(eipfvn), with the word “mercy” (€AenLoovvn, 
eleémosuneé) added in 1 and 2 Timothy. There has 
been persistent scholarly interest in why Paul adds 
the word “peace.” The word for “grace” is cognate 
to the word “greetings,” so it is easy to see that 
Paul is playing upon the standard convention for 
greeting. Some have suggested that Paul includes 
“peace” as a translation of the Hebrew word for 


peace, shalom, and that this reflects his integration 
of Greek and Jewish elements into his letter, thus 
reflecting the very nature of Paul’s ministry as 
apostle to the Gentiles, bringing the message of the 
crucified and resurrected Christ. Since this greeting 
is not found in any other Jewish letters of the time 
in Greek (shalom) is found in Hebrew characters, 
but not “grace and peace”), it is not certain that 
this is what Paul is doing. This is not to minimize 
the fact that Paul has theologized or christianized 
the letter opening, however. Grace is God’s benefi- 
cent favor upon sinners, and peace is the condition 
of sinners being reconciled to God. In any case, the 
Pauline letter opening is distinct and provides an 
entry point into the thinking of the apostle. 


2. Thanksgiving 


After the opening, many Greco-Roman letters 
then proceeded to the health wish, in which a 
prayer or word of thanks was offered for the well- 
being of the addressee. In the Egyptian papyri, this 
was often addressed specifically to one of the Egyptian 
gods, such as Serapis. Like these thanksgivings, 
Paul uses a formula in which a verb of thanksgiving 
(ebxapLoT®, eucharistd) is addressed to God with a 
reason for Paul's thanks.'*? Paul has again taken 
the convention of the Hellenistic letter form and 
adapted it to his purposes, further developing the 
thanksgiving section. He might include within a 
letter such things as a prayer formula, in which he 
states that intercession is being made for his recipi- 
ents (Rom 1:9-10; Phil 1:9-11), or a memorial for- 
mula, in which he states that he is keeping his 
recipients in his memory (Phil 1:3; Phlm 4), but 
these are contained within the thanksgiving sec- 
tion. In this section, Paul, instead of giving thanks 
to the gods, gives thanks to God for his recipients 
and for the blessings that they have received and for 
the blessings that they are to him. The thanksgiving 
is present in all of the church letters of Paul except 
Galatians. The lack of a thanksgiving in Galatians 
provides for a jarring transition from the opening 
to the body of the letter, in which Paul expresses 
his astonishment that they have so quickly de- 
serted their calling. By contrast, 1 Thessalonians is 
full of thanksgiving by Paul for the Thessalonian 
Christians. Some scholars have gone so far as to 
say that 1 Thessalonians is one large thanksgiving, 
estimating that as much as three-fifths of the letter 


is thanksgiving (see ch. 10, below). It is not surpris- 
ing that Paul utilizes formulas that express joy or 
rejoicing in this portion of his letters (e.g., Phil 
1:3-6; 1 Thess 1:2-10). 

Two features of the Pauline thanksgiving are 
worth mentioning here. The first is that many 
scholars believe that Paul not only takes and 
adapts the convention of the health wish to a 
Christian thanksgiving but also utilizes this portion 
of the letter for the very important purpose of fore- 
casting the topics that are to be discussed in the let- 
ter. There is some truth in this analysis, but it 
has limitations as well. For example, taking 1 
Thessalonians again, in the thanksgiving proper (1 
Thess 1:2-10) Paul mentions, among other things, 
the Thessalonians’ work and what it produced, the 
fact that they were imitators of him and the Lord, 
that they became a model to all of Macedonia and 
Achaia, and that they were waiting for the return 
of Christ. All of these ideas are developed in various 
ways in the rest of the letter: their work in 1 Thess 
2:1-16, their being imitators in 3:6-10, their being 
models in 4:1-12, and the return of Christ in 5:1-11. 
On the other hand, 1 Cor 1:7 mentions spiritual 
gifts and eschatology, but these are only two of the 
many themes discussed in 1 Corinthians.!>* There 
is perhaps a rough correlation, but certainly not a 
complete matching, leaving some topics to be in- 
troduced within the body of the letter. It is prob- 
ably more accurate to say that the thanksgiving 
provides a general orientation to the relationship 
between Paul and the particular church and this 
relationship is then developed in the rest of the let- 
ter. The second feature of the Pauline thanksgiving 
is the shift from giving thanks for the gods and 
what they have done in preserving the health of 
the recipients to giving thanks to God for the faith- 
fulness of the congregation (e.g., Phil 1:3-8). Inter- 
cession on behalf of the recipient church also tends 
to occur in the thanksgiving (e.g., Col 1:3). 


3. Body 


The body of the Pauline letter has been the 
least studied part in terms of its relation to the Hel- 
lenistic letter form, perhaps because the Hellenistic 
letter body has also not been heavily studied. Since 
the body of the letter could be called upon to per- 
form a large number of purposes, it is perhaps inev- 
itable that less has been done about its formal or 
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functional features. For Paul, the body of the letter 
tends to concern one or both of two general sub- 
jects. The first is what might be called Christian 
doctrine. The bodies of such letters as Romans, 
Galatians, and 1 Corinthians tend to outline and 
develop important Pauline theological categories, 
such as the sinfulness of humanity, justification, 
reconciliation, Christian unity, and the roles of the 
law, faith, and grace. The second general subject, 
reflecting similarities to the friendship letter of the 
Hellenistic world, is Paul’s own situation, espe- 
cially in relation to the church to which he is writ- 
ing. Philippians provides a very good example of 
this kind of letter, as do 1 and 2 Corinthians. In 
Philippians, Paul discusses his own situation of im- 
prisonment, how he views his personal ministry, 
especially in terms of his own personal background, 
and how the Philippians should react. This letter 
also develops important theological ideas (e.g., 2:6-11), 
but in terms of Christ as a model to imitate, a 
model that Paul himself has been trying to exem- 
plify (3:14). 

The body of the Pauline letter, like other an- 
cient letters, can be divided into three parts: the 
body opening, the body middle or body proper, and 
the body closing. All of these portions concern the 
matter of the letter body, but they serve various 
functions in introducing and concluding this mat- 
ter. Paul relies upon a number of formulas both to 
mark the various portions of the body and to draw 
attention to the significance of various ideas. In the 
body opening, for example, Paul makes use of sev- 
eral formulas. One is the request or appeal formula, 
with a form of the verb “beseech” (mapakadé, 
parakaldé). Paul uses this verb in a formula nineteen 
times in his letters (e.g., 1 Cor 4:16; 16:15; Phim 8, 
10), often for a transition from the thanksgiving to 
the body of the letter (e.g., 1 Cor 1:10) but some- 
times for other kinds of transitions. Paul also uses 
disclosure formulas, found in other kinds of Helle- 
nistic letters as well. Disclosure formulas typically 
have phrasing such as “I want you to know” or “I 
don’t want you to be ignorant,” marking some idea 
that the sender believes the recipients should know. 
Often disclosure formulas occur near the beginning 
of the body of the letter (see, e.g., Rom 1:13; 2 Cor 
1:8; 1 Thess 2:1; Phil 1:12; Gal 1:11). In addition, 
Paul uses expressions of astonishment (e.g., Gal 1:6). 
The disclosure formula indicates that the sender ex- 
pects that the recipients already know the information 
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to be stated, while the expression of astonishment 
indicates that the sender completely objects to what 
the recipients are doing or saying (usually in rela- 
tion to what is being disclosed). Paul also utilizes 
compliance formulas, in which he restates some- 
thing that places an obligation of action upon the 
recipients (e.g., Gal 1:9, 13-14). 

The body closing also has a number of formu- 
las. Whereas those of the body opening are de- 
signed to introduce or reintroduce already known 
or assumed information, the body closing formulas 
are designed to help the sender tie the argument of 
the body together and to close this portion of the 
letter. For example, Paul frequently uses a confi- 
dence formula, in which he expresses confidence 
that his recipients will understand what he has 
said and will act appropriately upon it (e.g., Rom 
15:14; 2 Cor 7:4, 16; 9:1-2; Gal 5:10; 2 Thess 3:4; 
Phim 21). He also uses an eschatological conclu- 
sion, which places what Paul has been saying in a 


larger framework, in which all the actions of 
both sender and recipients are seen in the light of 
the imminent return of Christ (e.g., Rom 8:31-39; 
11:25—26; 1 Cor 4:6-13; Gal 6:7-10; Phil 2:14-18; 1 
Thess 2:13-16). Paul appeals to early Christian be- 
lief in the imminent return of Christ as a serious 
motivation for proper Christian action and belief 
because one would not want to be caught deviat- 
ing from these at Christ’s return. Paul also employs 
a travelogue near the close of the body portion of 
his letter (e.g., 1 Thess 2:17-3:13). This has been 
characterized by Funk as the “apostolic parousia” 
or apostolic presence.!>> Paul indicates his reason 
for writing or his intention to send an emissary or 
even pay a personal visit to his recipients. In effect, 
the letter is a temporary substitute for the apostle’s 
(or his designated representative’s) presence. This 
imposes a certain amount of subtle pressure upon 
the recipients to be concerned for their belief and 
behavior in the light of an impending visit of the 


A view of the Celsus Library at Ephesus from the upper part of Curetes Street. Ephesus was the home of Paul’s 
ministry for an extended period (Acts 19). 2d cent. A.D.). The beauty and enormity of this city was evident in the 
first century A.D., but it developed well past the second century. A major church council was held here in A.D. 
431-432. Photo Lee M. McDonald 


The statue of the god Hermes (3d cent. A.D.) located 
on Curetes Street in Ephesus. Notice that he is 
holding a ram by its horns in his right hand and a 
caduceus (wand), which was his symbol, in the 
other. Hermes has wings on his feet, and the wand, a 
symbol of healing, is surmounted by two wings and 
entwined with two serpents—still the primary 
medical symbol today. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


apostle himself or his representative. The travel- 
ogue outlining the plans of the apostle usually oc- 
curs near the end of the body or even the parenesis 
(Rom 15:14-33; Phim 21-22; 1 Cor 4:14-21; 1 Thess 
2:17-3:13; 2 Cor 12:14-13:13; Gal 4:12-20; Phil 
2:19-24), but it is not necessarily only found at the 
close (see Rom 1:10; 1 Cor 4:21; Phil 2:24). 


4. Parenesis 


The parenetic part of the Pauline letter con- 
cerns Christian behavior, whereas the body of the 
letter concerns dogma or doctrine or a discussion 
of the fortunes of the apostle himself. The parenesis 
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often specifies what is proper Christian behavior, 
using various traditional forms of moral instruc- 
tion, including moral maxims, vice and virtue 
lists, and household codes (e.g., Eph 5:21-6:9; Col 
3:18-4:1). Paul draws upon material from a variety 
of sources, including the OT, contemporary Jewish 
thinking, Greco-Roman thought, and Hellenistic 
moral traditions. His best-known parenetic sections 
are Rom 12:1-15:13, Gal 5:13-6:10, and 1 Thess 
4:1-5:22. 


5. Closing 


In the closing of the letter, Paul is perhaps less 
bound to the Hellenistic letter form than he is any- 
where else. The typical Hellenistic letter would ex- 
press a health wish, often in terms of a closing 
imperative, a word of farewell, and the word “good- 
bye” (Eppwoo or pl. Eppwode, errdso or errdsthe). 

The Pauline closing might consist of any num- 
ber of the following elements. He typically greets a 
number of people or conveys greetings to the recip- 
ients from those who are with him. The longest list 
of greetings is found in Romans (16:3—23), but there 
are lists of greetings in most of his letters (1 Cor 
16:19-21; 2 Cor 13:12-13; Phil 4:21-22; 1 Thess 5:26; 
Phlm 23-25). Paul also frequently includes a dox- 
ology at the end of his letter (one might be in- 
cluded earlier as well, as in Gal 1:5). These doxolo- 
gies often contain exalted language of praise and 
glory to God (e.g., Rom 16:25-27, but see ch. 10, 
below; Phil 4:20; 1 Thess 5:23). Paul also includes 
a benediction, which can take several different 
forms, depending upon whether it is a grace or a 
peace benediction. In either case, it (1) begins by 
conveying grace or peace upon the recipients, (2) 
continues by attributing a blessing to God, and (3) 
concludes by directing the blessing to the recipients 
(Rom 15:33; 16:20; 1 Cor 16:23; 2 Cor 12:14; Gal 
6:18; Phil 4:22; 1 Thess 5:28; Phlm 25). Paul also oc- 
casionally speaks of greeting each other with a 
holy kiss (Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 3:12; 1 
Thess 5:26), 6 

Recently it has been argued that, like the 
thanksgiving, the closing also contains a brief reca- 
pitulation of the major themes or ideas of the letter. 
Whereas it is often true that some of the ideas and 
themes presented in the letter are also summarized 
in the closing, this does not seem to be the best de- 
scription of the function of the closing. The closing 
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of the letter is simply a way of concluding the cor- 
respondence, often not by adding to or even reca- 
pitulating what has already been said but by provid- 
ing suitable words of closing. These words are simi- 
lar to those used in other Hellenistic letters, but 
Paul has again theologized and christianized the 
closing, leaving his recipients with a bidirectional 
closing: on the one hand, praise and glory are as- 
cribed to God (Rom 16:25~27, but see ch. 10, below, 
on textual difficulties with this closing); on the 
other, grace or peace is wished upon the recipients 
(2 Cor 13:14). 


D. Paul's Use of the Amanuensis 


Amanuenses, or scribes, were widely used in 
the ancient world for the writing of both public and 
private documents.)” Their training and compe- 
tence varied, one’s ability to pay often dictating the 
quality of service received. Since a good many people 
simply were unable to write, some papyri have 
what is called an illiteracy formula attached: at the 
close of the papyrus, the scribe, who has written 
the letter, states, “X wrote because Y does not 
know letters.”/°° There were, however, other rea- 
sons for using a scribe. The cost of writing ma- 
terials (such as papyrus) made it highly desirable to 
have a scribe who could write carefully and use as 
little papyrus and ink as possible. The difficulty of 
writing on the uneven papyrus surface, which var- 
ied with the quality of the papyrus and depended 
on whether one was writing on the recto (with the 
grain running horizontally) or the verso (with the 
grain running vertically), made professional scribes 
very useful. 

There are clear indications that Paul, like other 
writers in the ancient world, used a scribe. Romans 
16:22 contains an explicit reference to the scribe, 
Tertius, who sends his greetings to the Christians 
in Rome. Other passages have more indirect refer- 
ences to Paul’s use of a scribe. Even though he 
used a scribe, Paul, who was literate, took the pen 
in his own hand as a way of authenticating that 
the letter was written and sent under his authority. 
Galatians 6:11 seems to indicate that Paul used a 
scribe, though scholars differ about when the 
scribe handed the pen over to Paul. The verse 
draws attention to the fact that Paul's hand, that of 
an untrained writer or perhaps someone whose 
eyesight was failing, was much larger than that of 


the professional scribe (see also 1 Cor 16:21; 2 Thess 
3:17; Col 4:18, and Phlm 19). 

What was the exact role of the scribe? There is 
evidence from the ancient world that scribes per- 
formed a number of functions. One function was to 
take dictation, virtually word for word. There is 
fairly strong evidence that a form of shorthand was 
developed in the Hellenistic world that would allow 
scribes to take down what was being said so that 
they could transcribe it later in longhand (see 
P.Oxy. 724). Second, scribes were also capable of 
editing a writer’s work, by using a rough draft or 
taking down the sense of what the author wished 
to say and then working out the individual word- 
ing. This might be one explanation of the composi- 
tion of Ephesians, a letter whose authorship in the 
Pauline corpus is highly disputed. Because of its 
similarities to Colossians, as well as a number of 
distinctive features, it is possible that a scribe was 
instructed by Paul to compose the letter following 
the pattern of Colossians but emphasizing particu- 
lar themes (is 1 Pet 5:12 similar?). Third, the scribe 
might simply be instructed to write a letter, with- 
out being given the exact or full sense of what was 
to be said. The scribe then composed the actual 
wording and came up with the sense of the corre- 
spondence. An example is found in Cicero’s in- 
structions to Atticus to write letters to anyone he 
had forgotten (Cicero, Att. 3.15.8). This might be 
considered a form of coauthorship. In other words, 
the range of scribal functions was considerable, 
and it is difficult from the extant evidence to be 
more specific regarding what a scribe might or 
might not do or in what contexts certain roles 
would be appropriate. 

Even though we know that Paul used scribes, 
almost assuredly quite frequently, this still does not 
answer the question how much the scribe did in a 
particular situation. Most scholars recognize a dis- 
tinctive Pauline voice running through the letters, 
at least the main letters. This militates against the 
scribe being given virtually free rein to compose 
the letter. Nevertheless, a number of scholars have 
found considerable linguistic and even theological 
differences between the so-called disputed and un- 
disputed letters. A possible explanation of these dif- 
ferences is that a scribe was employed whose lan- 
guage did not match that of the Pauline voice. The 
scribal hypothesis is a very attractive one to ex- 
plain a number of the issues regarding Pauline au- 
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The Herodian harbor at Caesarea Maritima with the Crusader citadel. 
Photo © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


thorship, but it cannot be used uncritically because 
of the lack of proof. From the evidence at hand, 
there is no way to prove the roles that scribes 
played in the composition of the Pauline Letters. 
What is certain, however, is that, for any author, 
including Paul, once the letter was signed by the 
sender, the letter became the product and responsi- 
bility of the one who instituted the correspondence, 
regardless of whether the exact wording was his 
conscious choice. 


E. Summary 


Although Paul’s letters are part of the corpus of 
letters from the Greco-Roman world, they are also 
distinct and merit examination in their own right. 
Paul’s letters were less formulaic than those of his 
contemporaries who were writing letters, with more 
freedom of expression and variation. The content is 
uniquely Paul’s and is rich with theological mean- 
ing as he addresses complex relations among church 
members with the common language of the day. 


He had dynamic and changing relations with his 
churches, and he took the opportunity to address 
their situations with his authority as a leader of the 
church. This sense of authority comes through in 
his letters. Paul’s style is not that of the typical pa- 
pyrus, nor the florid and polished language of the 
literary letter. His is a living language for contem- 
porary church situations. 

This raises the question of how and why Paul's 
letters were kept. It seems that, fairly early on, 
Paul’s letters received recognition as being of spe- 
cial worth (2 Pet 3:16), but we apparently do not 
have all of them (see Col 4:16 regarding the reading 
of the now unknown Laodicean letter, and note 1 
Cor 5:9 and the several letters to the Corinthians). 
What kinds of efforts were taken to gather together 
Paul’s letters, which had been sent to various places 
in the Mediterranean world? And when were they 
collected? Three theories seem to be the most prev- 
alent.!°? The first is that they were gradually col- 
lected as their enduring value was realized. The 
letters would have first circulated in the regions to 
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which they were addressed (Asia Minor, Rome, 
Macedonia, Achaia/Greece), then these regional 
collections would have been joined together. The 
evidence for this position, however, is slight, and 
the difficulties—such as what or who compelled 
the regional collections to be joined together—are 
great. In the second theory, a number of scholars 
have followed Goodspeed in arguing that Paul’s let- 
ters were collected around A.D. 90 when, after a 
lapse of interest, there was a revival of interest in 
Paul’s letters after publication of Acts (Goodspeed’s 
theory that Ephesians was written as a type of 
cover letter for this collection has been less widely 
received).!© The difficulty with Goodspeed’s hy- 
pothesis is the lack of evidence that interest in 
Paul’s letters lapsed. The third proposal is that Paul 
himself may have been involved in collecting to- 
gether his letters. On the basis of analysis of NT ca- 
nonical lists, the letter collections that we have in 
the early papyri and codices, and other collections 
of writings by ancient authors, Trobisch has ar- 
gued that Paul was responsible for at least instigat- 
ing collection of his letters, beginning with the first 
four—Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, and Galatians.!®! 
Perhaps Paul’s scribe had kept a wax writing tablet 
with a rough draft, or a second copy was made for 
correction or reference. The entire corpus was gath- 
ered in three stages, according to Trobisch. Ephe- 
sians to 2 Thessalonians were gathered in the sec- 
ond stage (in this sense Trobisch’s theory is similar 
to Goodspeed’s, with Ephesians as the first letter of 
this collection), and the Pastorals and Philemon 
were gathered in the third, with Paul decreasingly 
involved in the effort. Trobisch notes that al- 
though the letters are placed in order roughly ac- 
cording to length in words, Ephesians is actually 
longer than Galatians, and 1 Timothy longer than 
1 or 2 Thessalonians. These differences indicate to 
him the literary seams formed in the assembling of 
the corpus. Although there is some merit to 
Trobisch’s view, especially about the possibility that 
Paul was involved, at least in the early stages, in 
collecting his own corpus of letters, the partial re- 
turn to Baur’s hypothesis on the authentic four let- 
ters is untenable (see ch. 10, below). At most, 
Trobisch’s evidence points to Paul’s possible in- 
volvement in the initial stages of gathering to- 
gether the entire collection of what we call the 
Pauline letter corpus. 


6. PS9EUDONYMITY AND THE PAULINE 
LETTERS 


In dealing with authorship in the NT, and espe- 
cially Paul’s letters, the question of pseudonymity 
must also be discussed.!®* There are a number of 
formally anonymous works in the NT, such as all 
four Gospels, Acts, Hebrews, and the Johannine 
Epistles, but so far as pseudonymous works are 
concerned, only those with explicit claims to au- 
thorship can be considered pseudonymous.!©3 
These potentially include the Pauline Letters (i.e., 2 
Thessalonians, Colossians, Ephesians, and the Pas- 
toral Epistles) and the Petrine Letters.1°4 

There is a tendency to look at the question of 
pseudonymity as if it were a problem only of the 
biblical and related literature (e.g., apocalyptic lit- 
erature such as 1 Enoch), when it was actually an 
issue throughout the ancient world. In fact, this is 
such a large topic that a thorough analysis cannot 
be offered here. Pseudonymous writings existed in 
the ancient world, and these included letters. The 
evidence for this can be seen in at least two ways: 
there are comments in the ancient writers, includ- 
ing those of the early church, regarding writings 
that are known to have false authorship; and there 
are a number of writings, especially of a literary 
type, such as the Platonic and Cynic letters, that 
have been determined to be pseudonymous.'©° The 
issue here is whether pseudonymous writings exist 
in the NT, in particular whether certain Pauline 
Letters such as the Pastorals are pseudonymous. 

Before addressing this, it is worth noting how 
pseudepigraphal literature was handled in the an- 
cient world and the early church. Discussions of 
pseudonymity often note that ancient secular writ- 
ers were aware that some of the writings they were 
dealing with were pseudonymous. For example, 
among nonbiblical writers, Suetonius described a 
letter of Horace as spurious, Galen took only thir- 
teen out of the sixty or eighty Hippocratic texts as 
genuine and was concerned that his own works 
were being infiltrated by those he did not write, 
Philostratus disputed a work by Dionysius, and 
Livy reported that, when discovered, pseudonymous 
books attributed to Numa were burned. One of the 
most complex questions in the ancient world was 
the corpus of Lysias’s speeches. Over 420 were as- 
cribed to him, but many ancients knew that many 
were not genuine, and they formulated various 
lists attempting to determine those that were genu- 


ine. For example, one list includes as many speeches 
as possible but questions the authenticity of a third 
of them.!66 

A similar situation apparently held in Christian 
circles. There may have been instances where an- 
cient writers commented favorably upon the possi- 
bility of pseudonymous writings in their midst un- 
known to them, but these instances are certainly 
few, if any, and this was not the usual response. 
The general, if not invariable, pattern was that if a 
work was known to be pseudonymous, it was ex- 
cluded from any group of authoritative writings. 
For example, Tertullian (Bapt. 17) in the early third 
century tells of the author of “3 Corinthians” 
(mid—2d cent.) being removed from the office of 
presbyter.!©” Bishop Salonius rejected Salvian’s pam- 
phlet written to the church in Timothy’s name.!° 
The best-known example is the instance where 
Serapion, bishop of Antioch, in ca. A.D. 200 report- 
edly rejected the Gospel of Peter. According to 
Eusebius, after Serapion discovered the Gospel of 
Peter being read, he wrote to the church at Rhossus 
in Cilicia, “We receive both Peter and the other 
Apostles as Christ; but as experienced men we re- 
ject the writings falsely inscribed with their names, 
since we know that we did not receive such from 
our fathers” (Hist. eccl. 6.12.1-6 [LCL]). Despite ini- 
tial tolerance because of its seeming innocuous- 
ness, the Gospel of Peter was rejected through a 
complex process that involved especially theologi- 
cal and ecclesiastical issues. 

Admittedly, in the ancient world, including 
that of Christianity, the several means and reasons 
by which pseudepigrapha were exposed and ex- 
cluded from authoritative collections are diverse. 
One of the common arguments cited for pseudepig- 
raphal writings being included in any canon is the 
so-called noble lie—that it is in the best interests of 
the readers that they not know or are deceived re- 
garding authorship by someone other than the 
purported author. Donelson points out the short- 
comings of this approach: the noble lie is still a lie, 

‘with all of the attendant moral implications. 
Kiley rightly claims that this gives valuable insight 
into pseudepigraphers’ motives.” Nevertheless, 
when they were detected, their work was discred- 
ited, no matter how noble the motive. As Donelson 
observes: “No one ever seems to have accepted a 
document as religiously and philosophically pre- 
scriptive which was known to be forged. I do not 
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know a single example.”!71 He includes both Christian 
and non-Christian documents in this assessment. 

Contrary to some recent discussion, it is not so 
simple to establish pseudonymous authorship of 
any of the letters of the Pauline corpus simply by 
appealing to other NT letters that are disputed or 
even highly doubted, such as the Pastoral Epistles, 
Ephesians, possibly 2 Thessalonians and Colossians, 
or 2 Peter. Such an appeal simply introduces a cir- 
cularity to the argumentation, which can only be 
solved by discovery of some sort of external criteria 
to adjudicate the issues. But this poses difficulties in 
several respects. There are apparently no known 
explicit statements from the first centuries of the 
Christian church that someone knew that any of 
the Pauline Letters were pseudonymous, so this 
line of inquiry does not resolve the issue. Nor is it 
sufficient to cite noncanonical Jewish or especially 
Christian documents as examples of pseudonymous 
literature, as if this proves its existence in the nt.!72 
The fact that these documents are noncanonical is 
apparently confirmation of the fact that documents 
found to be pseudonymous did not ultimately find 
a place in the canon, even if this process of “discov- 
ery” took some time.!”? If anything, it might consti- 
tute a prima facie argument that, at least for the 
sake of discussion at the outset, all of the Pauline 
Letters should be considered authentic, since they 
all survived scrutiny and now are in the canon. 
Since, in the discussion of the biblical books, issues 
such as style, language, and theology are inconclu- 
sive and highly contentious, argumentation must 
be utilized that does not appeal to the body of pri- 
mary texts in dispute. 

Meade has put forward a suggestion that has 
been fairly widely accepted.!”4 His supposition is 
that, within the OT, there is a tradition of pseudon- 
ymous literature, in which traditions were supple- 
mented, interpreted, and expanded in the names of 
earlier authors. He gives three major traditions: the 
prophetic, the wisdom, and the apocalyptic. The 
only one with direct relevance to the NT is the pro- 
phetic tradition.” Particularly in Isaiah, Meade 
sees this tradition developed by anonymous writers 
whose writings were attached to the earlier au- 
thentic Isaiah. Hence, Second Isaiah is not by the 
historical Isaiah who is attested in First Isaiah itself 
and elsewhere in the OT, but it can still only be un- 
derstood in terms of First Isaiah.!”° 
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Several factors need to be considered further 
before this pattern can be applied to the NT, how- 
ever. It is easy to think that Meade’s argument has 
a parallel in the Pauline Letters, since there was a 
pattern of attributing writings to a recognized fig- 
ure, possibly and even probably after the person’s 
death, and that this practice was known to the au- 
dience. But this is only a superficial similarity. 
First, the type of literature is different. Isaiah is 
anonymous literature, better compared with, for 
example, the Gospels. The Pauline Letters are di- 
rectly attributed to a known author. Second, the 
process of literary production is different. In the 
Isaianic writings the tradition was expanded and 
compiled and the document itself grew. In the Pau- 
line Letters, the argument would have to be that 
the tradition grew by adding new documents to the 
corpus, not merely by expanding those in the cor- 
pus. This would imply that the corpus had already 
been gathered together—something not sufficiently 
established to be used as evidence in this discus- 
sion—and that the theology of the added letters 
posed no problem when placed side by side with 
the authoritative Pauline Letters.!”’ If such a pro- 
cess truly occurred, inclusion must have been 
early, since attestation of many, if not most, of the 
now disputed Pauline Letters in the church fathers 
ranges from possibly as early as 1 Clement to the 
third quarter of the second century (see ch. 10, 
below, for evidence regarding the various letters). 
Third and most problematic for his theory, Meade 
himself admits that one cannot use the tool that he 
has devised for discovering the pseudonymous ori- 
gins of a given piece of literature.!”® His schema, 
according to his own analysis, is devised to explain 
the possible development of the tradition once it 
has been shown that the material is pseudony- 
mous. In other words, his proposal does not solve 
the issue being considered here. To our knowledge, 
there has been no scheme proposed that circum- 
vents the difficulties raised above. 

Before drawing out the implications for canon, 
it is important to discuss the issue of deception in 
pseudonymous literature. This has been a particu- 
larly sensitive issue. Apart from Donelson and only 
a few others, there are few scholars who appar- 
ently want to admit that deception may have had a 
role to play in canonical formation and acceptance 
of any of the books in the NT: “We are forced to 
admit that in Christian circles pseudonymity was 


considered a dishonorable device and, if discovered, 
the document was rejected and the author, if known, 
was excoriated.”!”? There were, nevertheless, all 
sorts of encouragements for skillful pseudepigra- 
phal writing, including pietistic motives prompting 
those in the church to speak for an earlier fig- 
ure,/®° and self-serving motives, such as the money 
paid by libraries for manuscripts by particular au- 
thors.!®! This all occurred in the context of the ap- 
parently guaranteed exclusion of any document 
from an author’s corpus upon discovery of its 
pseudonymous nature. This forces Donelson to 
conclude that the only way to speak of the Pastoral 
Epistles, with which he is concerned, is that they 
were produced and consequently accepted into the 
canon in conjunction with deception.'*? The same 
would presumably apply to any of the other sup- 
posedly pseudonymous Pauline Letters. Of course, 
he is assuming that these letters are not genuinely 
Pauline. He goes further, however, claiming that 
eighteen of the twenty-seven books of the NT are 
pseudepigraphal and were included under decep- 
tive means.!*? He has apparently joined anonymity 
with pseudonymity at this point. 

Donelson’s analysis needs to be considered fur- 
ther, however. This can be conveniently done in 
terms of the circumstances surrounding the pro- 
duction of the Pastoral Epistles, in particular their 
personal features and the original audience or re- 
ceivers of the letters. Many scholars have struggled 
with the difficulties in the circumstances of these 
letters if they are authentic. The same questions 
must arise, however, regarding pseudonymous au- 
thorship. As Meade has recognized, if they are 
pseudonymous, there is a “double pseudonymity” 
of both author and audience.'®+ What sort of situa- 
tions were at play when these letters were received 
into the church? It is undecided, even by those who 
take the Pastoral Epistles as pseudonymous, when 
the letters were written and/or regarded as author- 
itative; dates range from an early date of A.D. 
80-90 to the last half of the second century. In any 
case, the original audience would almost assuredly 
have known that Paul was dead. Were the letters 
simply introduced as new letters from Paul, or at 
least inspired by the situations such that Paul 
would have said these things had he been there? 
Many have argued that these pseudonymous writ- 
ings are transparent fictions that no one would 
have thought were actually written by Paul. This 


reasoning, however, encounters this problem: why 
were they acknowledged in the first instance, in 
light of the apparently universal response by the 
early church to known pseudepigrapha, which, as 
we have demonstrated, were consistently rejected? 
Also, this theory does not account satisfactorily for 
three important features of the Pastoral Epistles 
that have parallels in most of the disputed Pauline 
Letters: (1) the specific selection of Timothy and 
Titus as the recipients of the letters, two men who 
would also by then have been dead or who would 
have been themselves in some sense literary cre- 
ations; (2) the need for inclusion of very personal 
and arguably unnecessary details, especially in 2 
Timothy regarding Paul’s own life; and (3) the ac- 
ceptance and endorsement of their developed 
theology. 

An explanation might be that perhaps the let- 
ters were not simply introduced as what Paul 
would have said but were in some way subtly inte- 
grated into a collection of Paul’s letters or slipped 
undetected into a collection that was being put to- 
gether. What could have accounted for such an ac- 
tion? It is easy to say that only the best motives 
would have governed this behavior, in the sense 
that the person who wrote them was a follower of 
the great apostle and thought that he had been in- 
spired to pass on words that the apostle would 
have conveyed to a serious situation. The person— 
and ultimately we must speak of a person or, at the 
least, a very small group of confederates—must 
have known that to come forward and say that the 
letter was not by Paul would have meant its rejec- 
tion (and ecclesiastical trouble for that person); 
otherwise the efforts taken for its acceptance would 
not have been necessary. To extend this further, 
the same person may not have slipped the docu- 
ment into the system but may have discovered the 
document one day in a pile of the Pauline Letters 
and, upon reading it, realized that this was Paul’s 
word to a particular situation. This hypothesis en- 
counters three difficulties requiring explanation. (1) 
Again, the endorsement of the recognizably devel- 
oped theology of the Pastoral Epistles presents a 
problem (see ch. 10, below). (2) The time lag be- 
tween writing and discovery must have been rela- 
tively short, since some of the letters appear to 
have been at least known and possibly acknowl- 
edged, if not accepted, fairly soon (see ch. 10, below, 
for discussion of individual letters). The pseudepig- 
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raphal letters would have needed to penetrate Pau- 
line churches to trade on the force of pseudepigra- 
phal authorship, and the fact that we have Pauline 
Letters attests to the early respect given to his writ- 
ings. This means that the risk of detection must 
have been even greater, with less time elapsing be- 
tween the time of the apostle’s life and the writing 
of the pseudepigraphal letters. (3) This scenario 
simply pushes back the deception a little further; 
the deception must have been perpetrated by some- 
one earlier than the one discovering the letters. In 
any case, deception becomes a part of the process. 
In this instance, it would be a successful deception, 
since the church apparently accepted the letters as 
genuine. 

In his commentary on Ephesians, Lincoln rec- 
ognizes—if only in passing—several of these issues. 
At the end of his discussion, however, he says that 
pseudonymity does not affect canonicity or detract 
from the validity or authority of the particular 
pseudonymous document as part of the NT canon. 
He argues that to worry about such a thing is com- 
mitting what he calls the “authorial fallacy,” 
which he defines as setting more store by who 
wrote a document than by what it says. !85 This ar- 
gument requires further scrutiny. The question of 
authorship does have serious implications, even if 
it may not (and this is a very debatable point) affect 
our understanding of what a document says. First 
of all, each of the Pauline Letters in the NT is as- 
cribed to a particular author, one who is well known 
in the NT. These letters are not anonymous, with- 
out any line of definite connection. Why would a 
pseudepigrapher have selected Paul as his pseud- 
onym if authorial ascription were not important? 
(See ch. 14, below, for other possible reasons why 
pseudepigraphy occurred.) The convention of pseud- 
epigraph writing seems to demand ascription to an 
important and illustrious figure. Second, even if 
one may have some sense of how to read a letter 
but not know who the author is, for Ephesians—as 
well as any other disputed Pauline letter—author- 
ship does make a difference. Authorship is impor- 
tant for determining whether the situation being 
addressed is one in the 50s or the 180s, whether 
one is reading a letter confronting problems at the 
beginning of the Christian movement or developed 
problems of, for example, church order.!®° Third, 
one evaluates whether any disputed Pauline let- 
ter is pseudonymous by comparing it with the 
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undisputedly authentic Pauline letters; otherwise 
there would be no issue at all. If Lincoln really be- 
lieves that authorship makes no difference, then 
perhaps even asking the question of authorship at 
all is unnecessary or committing the “authorial fal- 
lacy,” for these as well as any other books of the 
NT. Fourth, the Pauline authorial question has 
consequences regarding the canon. Lincoln is prob- 
ably not implying that the canon should still be 
open and that documents that say the right things, 
whoever wrote them and whenever, should be in- 
cluded. He seems to be saying that the documents 
being considered are part of the accepted canon of 
documents of the church and hence should not be 
deleted but, rather, continue to be interpreted 
within this group. What is missing, however, is a 
recognition of how the church’s canon came to be, 
especially the collection of Pauline Letters. It is 
doubtful that Lincoln would say that the canon 
was given directly by God one day and had no 
more historical process to it than that (see ch. 13, 
below). He could say with others that canonical 
formation involved a complex process intertwining 
various authorial, historical, theological, and inter- 
pretive issues, some of which have been raised above. 
With regard to canonicity, a number of factors 
must be weighed concerning the authorship of the 
Pauline Letters. The internal evidence on the au- 
thorship of the disputed Pauline Letters is so am- 
biguous that the issue cannot be decided simply on 
the basis of these factors (see ch. 10, below, on the 
various letters). The only reasonably strong basis 
for doubting the authenticity of the disputed letters 
is the developed theology thought to be found in 
each (e.g., changes in eschatological perspective, 
developed church order, views of personal relation- 
ships) and seen by many to be out of harmony with 
the authentic Pauline Letters. The fact that theologi- 
cal issues are the most distinguishing features of 
these letters (see ch. 10, below) and yet all of the let- 
ters were accepted without demur, as far as we know, 
prompts the thought that there must have been 
other important factors at play if any of the letters 
are not Pauline. If they are not authentically Pauline, 
one must face certain implications for these books 
as part of the NT canon. The question of implications 
regarding canonicity cannot simply be dismissed. 
For some, an authoritative canon is completely 
outmoded. This does not mean that the questions 
raised in this section are unimportant, however. 


The process of canonical formation in the early 
church, regardless of our not knowing as much as 
we would like, is important for both historical and 
theological reasons. 

For those who are concerned about an authori- 
tative canon of Scriptures, other issues are brought 
into prominence if some of the Pauline Letters are 
not by Paul. First, in light of theological develop- 
ment and possible pseudepigraphal authorship, the 
disputed or pseudonymous Pauline Letters should 
not be used in establishing Pauline theology. Pau- 
line theology is here a slippery term, but one that 
must be defined at least in part. For some, it may 
simply mean a theology of all of the letters attrib- 
uted to Paul, whether genuine or not, because they 
are in the canon. The disputed letters would consti- 
tute evidence for the diversity of early Pauline the- 
ology so defined. For those concerned with trying 
to establish a Pauline theology based on what Paul 
may have actually thought and written, pseudony- 
mous letters, of course, cannot be used to create a 
Pauline theology in this sense. They are instead 
part of a record of how some people responded to 
Paul, how others developed his thought, how some 
people applied his ideas to later situations, or even 
how some people wished Paul could have spoken— 
each such letter can never be more than only one 
interpretation among many others. The fact that 
they were included in the canon has enhanced their 
authority and may mean that they represent the 
most influential or powerful followers of Paul, but 
it does not raise their level of authenticity. They 
are still not authentically Pauline and thus should 
not be used to formulate a Pauline theology.'®” 

Second, we must come to terms with the ques- 
tion of deception in the NT, in particular concern- 
ing the Pauline Letters. Is it so difficult to believe 
that the early church was in some way fooled into 
accepting these letters? As Donelson says, “We are 
further forced to admit . . . that the disreputable 
practice [of pseudepigraphy] was extremely com- 
mon in early Christianity.”!8 If the letters are not 
authentic, this must be the answer, since there is 
no clear record of objection to their acceptance. It 
seems likely, if any of the letters are inauthentic, 
that someone tried to ensure their acceptance by 
various means, including use of the Pauline letter 
form, inclusion of personal details, imitation of the 
Pauline style, and, especially, direct attribution to 
Paul. The writers apparently went to such lengths 


to include these items in the disputed letters be- 
cause these “faithful” disciples, knowing that expo- 
sure as a forger would have meant trouble for 
themselves and their writings, were using every 
means possible to create as plausible a deception as 
possible. Their motives for writing may well have 
been noble, including finding a way for Paul to 
speak to their communities, but deception it was 
nevertheless. 

It may even be postulated that the early church 
rightly accepted some of these writings, even if it 
was for the wrong reasons and under the wrong 
circumstances. This raises a new set of questions. 
For example, have certain documents been ex- 
cluded from the canon simply because they were 
exposed as pseudonymous, when their motives for 
being written may have been no worse (and in fact 
better) than those of others and their content may 
well have been perfectly orthodox, perhaps even 
more edifying than some others? Why should these 
documents have been excluded simply because 
they were unable to escape detection? Why should the 
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successfully deceptive document be privileged 
over the others, simply because of tradition, lack of 
perception, historical precedent, or having the 
proper content? These and related issues must be 
given due consideration in light of recent scholar- 
ship on pseudonymy and the authorship of books 
in the NT (see chs. 13 and 14, below, for further 
discussion). 

The implications of such an analysis can be 
seen in the discussion above regarding the essence 
of Paul’s theology. Most of the major categories dis- 
cussed rely most heavily upon the undisputed 
major letters. But many of the categories are also 
enhanced by reference to significant passages in 
Paul’s other letters as well. A factor not as fully ap- 
preciated as it might be, especially by students first 
coming to terms with the message of the NT, is the 
difference that the issue of authorship makes for 
determining Paul’s theology. A similar situation is 
found in the individual treatment of Paul’s letters, 
as in the following chapter. The character and de- 
scription of the corpus is affected by authorship. 
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80. 

See S. E. Porter, “Holiness, Sanctification,” DPL 397~402. 

See Morris, New Testament Theology, 32-35. 

See J. C. Beker, Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and 
Thought (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980); Paul’s Apocalyptic Gospel: The 
Coming Triumph of God (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982); L. J. Kreitzer, 
Jesus and God in Paul’s Eschatology (JSNTSup 19; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 
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Sheffield Academic Press, 1996). 
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See L. R. Pearson, The Divinity of the Roman Emperor (Middletown, 
Conn.: American Philological Association, 1931; repr., Atlanta: 
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Press, 1996), esp. 27-95, on the conditions of imprisonment. Cf. also 
Rapske, Paul in Roman Custody, esp. 195-422, for Paul’s imprison- 
ments in Acts. 

See J. A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament (Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1976), 31-85, esp. 84. 
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25; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 539-50 followed here. 
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Philippians,” TynB 46 (2, 1995): 339-49. 
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(London: Epworth, 1949), 111-37, for a discussion of the discovery of 
the papyri. 
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Hunt and C. C. Edgar; 3 vols.; LCL; Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1932-1934); G. H. R. Horsley and S. Llewelyn, eds., New Docu- 
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Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1988), 1-59. For a critique of 
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156. On features of the Pauline letter closing, see H. Gamble Jr., The Tex- 
tual History of the Letter to the Romans: A Study in Textual and Literary 
Criticism (SD 42; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 56-83; Weima, Ne- 
glected Endings. 
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Michael Glazier, 1995), 8-37. 
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cago: University of Chicago Press, 1927), 1-20; developed further by J. 
Knox, Philemon among the Letters of Paul (1935; repr., London: Collins, 
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Fortress, 1994). 
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in Christian Literature of the First Two Centuries,” JTS 12 (1961): 
39-49; repr. in The Authorship and Integrity of the New Testament (Lon- 
don: SPCK, 1965), 1-13. The fact that school exercises and even fic- 
tion were written under pseudonyms does not enter into the 
equation, since they were part of an accepted convention whereby 
readers understood what was being done. Nevertheless, they were 
part of an environment in which pseudepigrapha were written. 

The book of Revelation is not included here because, although it 
claims to be written by a person named John, it does not make a 
clear claim to a particular John. See ch. 11, sec. 6, below. 

See L. R. Donelson, Pseudepigraphy and Ethical Argument in the Pasto- 
ral Epistles (HUT 22; Tiibingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1986), esp. 9-23, 
23-42. It may be true that there is less evidence of Christian pseud- 
epigraphal letters (see Carson, Moo, and Morris, Introduction, 
367-68), but as the argument below explores, that may only mean 
that there was less detection. 

See M. Kiley, Colossians as Pseudepigraphy (Biblical Seminar; Sheffield: 
JSOT Press, 1986), 18 and nn. 9, 10, 11, 12; cf. pp. 17-23, for reference 
to, and citation of, primary sources for the above; B. M. Metzger, 
“Literary Forgeries and Canonical Pseudepigrapha,” JBL 91 (1972): 6 
and passim, who discusses many instances of exposed pseudepig- 
rapha; and K. J. Dover, Lysias and the Corpus Lysiacum (Berkeley: Uni- 
versity of California Press, 1968). 

See Carson, Moo, and Morris, Introduction, 368-69, who also cite the 
example of the letter to the Laodiceans, which, according to the 
Muratorian Fragment, was clearly rejected by the early church along 
with a letter to the Alexandrians (see G.M. Hahneman, The 
Muratorian Fragment and the Development of the Canon [OTM; Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1992], 196-200). 

Donelson, Pseudepigraphy and Ethical Argument, 20-22; E. E. Ellis, 
“Pseudonymity and Canonicity of New Testament Documents,” in 
Worship, Theology, and Ministry in the Early Church (ed. Wilkins and 
Paige), 218. 

Donelson, Pseudepigraphy and Ethical Argument, 18-22. The noble lie 
refers to Plato’s acceptance of a lie that is useful for the one to whom 
the lie is told (see Rep. 2.376e-382b, 3.389b, 414ce). The question 
might well be raised whether the noble lie was involved in efforts for 
acceptance of Hebrews. The fact that Hebrews is anonymous re- 
moves it from discussion here. 

Kiley, Colossians, 21. 

Donelson, Pseudepigraphy and Ethical Argument, 11 (italics ours). 
Donelson (p. 18) notes that Apos. Con. 6.16 accuses certain books of 
being forgeries while itself being pseudepigraphal. But this fourth- 
century (or later) document only had limited acceptance for a short 
period of time. It may not have been known to be pseudepigraphal 
during this time. 

A. T. Lincoln, Ephesians (WBC 42; Dallas: Word, 1990), lxx—Ixxi. 

This includes the Jewish works 2 Esdras and 1, 2 Enoch and the 
Christian works Didache, 2 Clement, Barnabas, etc. Admittedly, some 
of these documents floated on the edges of various corpora of author- 
itative writings for some time. 

D. Meade, Pseudonymity and Canon (WUNT 39; Tiibingen: 
Mohr-Siebeck, 1986), esp. 17-43. His position has been accepted by, 
e.g., Lincoln, Ephesians, lxviii. 
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The wisdom tradition in the OT is essentially confined to anonymous 
literature, and the apocalyptic tradition is confined to Daniel, for 
whom there is no tradition of being an illustrious hero. 

For a discussion of the growth of the Isaiah tradition, see Meade, 
Pseudonymity and Canon, 26-42. ; 
On the assembling of the Pauline corpus, with Paul possibly involved 
in the process at least for the first four letters, see sec. 5, above. 
Meade, Pseudonymity and Canon, esp. 16. 

Donelson, Pseudepigraphy and Ethical Argument, 16. 

It is questionable whether this motive can be considered an innocent 
one. See Donelson, Pseudepigraphy and Ethical Argument, 10. 

See also M. L. Stirewalt Jr., Studies in Ancient Greek Epistolography 
(SBLRBS 27; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993), 31-42. 

Donelson, Pseudepigraphy and Ethical Argument, 54-66. 

Ibid., 16, citing M. Rist, “Pseudepigraphy and the Early Christians,” 
in Studies in New Testament and Early Christian Literature (Festschrift 
P, Wikgren; ed. D. E. Aune; Leiden: Brill, 1972), 89. 

Meade, Pseudonymity in the New Testament, 127. 

Lincoln, Ephesians, lxxiii. 

A clear case in point is Hebrews. Since so little is known of such is- 
sues as authorship, date of composition, addressees, and situation, 
the range of proposals is very wide. See ch. 11, below. 

This raises the issue of a canon within a canon. On this issue, see E. 
Kasemann, “The Canon of the New Testament Church and the Unity 
of the Church,” in Essays on New Testament Themes (trans. W. J. 
Montague; London: SCM Press, 1968), 95-107. 

Donelson, Pseudepigraphy and Ethical Argument, 16. 


THE PAULINE LETTERS 


1. INTRODUCTION 


There have been several major periods in the 
discussion of the Pauline Letters. After the period 
during which the canonical group was recognized 
(see ch. 13, below, on the origins of the Christian 
Bible), the first is the period of the full Pauline cor- 
pus. Acceptance of Hebrews as Pauline appears to 
have been early, as reflected in the important sec- 
ond-century papyrus text 2 a where the Pauline 
corpus is arranged generally according to length, 
with Hebrews following Romans and preceding the 
Corinthian letters. In several other early manu- 
scripts, Hebrews is also found in the Pauline corpus.! 
This acceptance persisted in the West until the time 
of the Reformation, when a number of scholars, in- 
cluding Luther, finally decided against its Pauline 
authorship. The Pauline canon that resulted re- 
mained intact until the time of the Enlightenment. 

During the nineteenth century in particular, a 
number of biblical scholars undertook a virtually 
complete reassessment of the shape of the Pauline 
corpus. We can now see that an unwarrantably 
radical skepticism was expressed toward a number 
of the Pauline Letters, although many of the results 
of this reformulation are still with us. Led by Baur 
and by others who undertook similar independent 
investigations in continental Europe, there was a 
reevaluation of the history of earliest Christianity.” 


ch ap ter 


Baur contended that there was far more contention 
among rival factions in the early church than is re- 
vealed in the documents of earliest Christianity, 
particularly Acts (see ch. 8, above). According to 
Baur, Acts was a second-century composition that 
attempted to rewrite the history of earliest Chris- 
tianity so as to conceal the major unresolved con- 
flict between the Pauline, or antinomian (that is, 
rejecting the Mosaic law), and Jerusalem (or legal- 
istic) Christian factions. In the course of Baur’s and 
others’ subsequent investigation, the number of 
unquestionably authentic Pauline Letters was nar- 
rowed down from the canonical thirteen to four 
main, or pillar, epistles (often called the Hauptbriefe, 
“main letters”). These are Romans, 1 and 2 Corin- 
thians, and Galatians. Even so, this does not mean 
that these letters were considered by Baur and oth- 
ers to have been written as single letters, as discus- 
sion below illustrates, only that they consist mostly 
of authentic Pauline material. The major criteria 
for this assessment, which will be summarized and 
evaluated later in this chapter, focused upon mat- 
ters of theology, historical situation, and language. 
These criteria have continued to constitute the 
major criteria for evaluation of the letters. One cri- 
terion is whether the theological perspective of a 
given book is consistent with what is thought most 
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plausibly to represent Paul's thought. Thus, when 
1 and 2 Thessalonians discuss eschatology, it is 
asked what their perspectives are, whether these 
perspectives are consistent with the kind of Jewish 
eschatology current during this time, whether the 
eschatological perspectives are consistent with 
each other, whether the eschatology is consistent 
with that of Paul’s undisputed letters, and whether 
the language used to express these thoughts is con- 
sistent with Paul’s standard vocabulary. For a fur- 
ther example, when the Pastoral Epistles (1 and 2 
Timothy and Titus) discuss various positions of 
church leadership, it is asked whether these posi- 
tions are plausibly found in the churches of the 
A.D. 60s, where these letters would fit within the 
Pauline chronology, especially his imprisonments, 
and whether the vocabulary (e.g., how he uses 
words related to “faith” and “belief’) and content 
(e.g., salvation and church order) are consistent 
with his usage elsewhere (see ch. 9, sec. 2, above). 

Since the nineteenth century, there has been a 
steady reassessment of the conclusions of Baur, his 
contemporaries, and his successors. Scholars differ 
on numerous details and even on some of the 
major points of evidence and how they are to be 
evaluated, but it appears that seven of the Pauline 
Letters can conveniently be placed into the cate- 
gory of undisputed letters (Romans, 1 and 2 Corin- 
thians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and 
Philemon). This does not mean that every scholar 
believes that these were written by Paul, or that he 
wrote them alone or in their entirety as they stand 
in the canon, but that, generally speaking, these 
books constitute the basic corpus of Paul’s authen- 
tic writings in the NT. The other six letters can be 
categorized as the disputed or deuteropauline let- 
ters (Ephesians, Colossians, 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 
2 Timothy, and Titus). Again, this does not mean that 
every scholar believes that these were not written 
by Paul, or that they do not contain authentic Pau- 
line material, or, certainly, that they were written 
under Paul’s name to deceive an ancient audience. 
But generally speaking, it cannot be assumed in 
scholarly discussion that Paul is their author. In 
some circles, the authenticity of these books is still 
being debated. This is less true of the Pastoral Epis- 
tles, whose authenticity is so widely doubted that 
authenticity is often not even a subject of discus- 
sion. There is more debate about the authenticity 
of Colossians, Ephesians, and 2 Thessalonians. 


In this chapter, the undisputed and disputed 
letters of Paul will be discussed together, according 
to the reconstructed Pauline chronology in the pre- 
ceding chapter (see ch. 9, sec. 3, above). They are 
therefore divided into the Main Epistles, the Prison 
Epistles, and the Pastoral Epistles. Here the evi- 
dence for and against their authenticity is pre- 
sented, along with discussion of the possible his- 
torical and theological contexts in which they were 
written. Although we do take positions and draw 
conclusions, the purpose of this chapter is not so 
much to convince the reader of any one position as 
to present each reader with sufficient data to arrive 
at a personal decision. Along with the evidence for 
authenticity will be presented a suitable and plausi- 
ble scenario for how the letter fits in with the Pau- 
line chronology.? Along with the evidence against 
Pauline authorship will be presented suitable alter- 
natives for the writing of the letter. Comments in 
this chapter on the circumstances and purpose of 
composition, along with discussion of Paul's oppo- 
nents in the churches where relevant, should be 
combined with the dimensions of Pauline belief dis- 
cussed in chapter 9 to determine the particular 
theological contribution of each of the letters. No 
attempt is made at being complete in every aspect. 
Pauline studies is one of the most fruitful and pro- 
ductive areas of biblical scholarship, and these is- 
sues continue to generate lively and informative 
discussion. A more thorough. and complete analysis 
of each of the issues can be found in volumes devoted 
to these topics. The theories that seem to us to be the 
most potentially enlightening will be discussed.* 


2. THE MAIN EPISTLES 
A. Galatians 


“The Epistle to the Galatians is spiritual dyna- 
mite, and it is therefore almost impossible to handle 
it without explosions,” says Cole in his short com- 
mentary on Galatians.° The book has indeed caused 
all sorts of explosions, from its earliest times up to 
the present. Not only does it appear to have caused 
a number of debates within the early church; it has 
been an important book in recent discussion of the 
nature of Judaism and Paul's characterization of it 
(see ch. 9, above). 


1. Authorship 


The opinion of Ktimmel is the consensus re- 
garding authorship of Galatians: “That Galatians is 
a real, genuine letter is indisputable.”° Apart from 
a very few eccentric critics through the ages, Galatians 
has been considered authentically Pauline. For Baur, 
to whom we owe a good portion of our enduring 
critical discussion regarding such issues as author- 
ship, Galatians, along with Romans and 1 and 2 
Corinthians, as mentioned above, was one of the 
four pillar epistles. As with 2 Corinthians, Philippians, 
and even Romans, however, this does not mean 
that all believe that every portion of the letter was 
written by Paul, or even at the same time. O'Neill 
has questioned the authenticity of portions of 
Galatians, arguing that there were later interpola- 
tions.’ But his questioning of particular passages 
does not call into question the integrity and au- 
thorship of the bulk of the letter. In any case, he 
has not been followed in his view. 


2. Destination and Date 


The authorship of the letter is not seriously 
questioned, but a number of critical issues con- 
tinue to be debated with regard to Galatians. Two 
of the most important are its destination and its 
date of composition. 


a. Destination: North or South Galatia? One of the 
major debates over the last hundred years regard- 
ing Galatians is whether the letter was addressed to 
the North Galatians, that is, those living in the an- 
cient ethnic area of the Galatians, or Gauls, who 
settled in Asia Minor in the fourth century B.C. 
from Europe, or to the South Galatians, that is, 
those living in the southern part of the Roman 
province of Galatia. There are several implications 
for this discussion. If the destination was North 
Galatia, the epistle almost assuredly had to be writ- 
ten after Paul’s second missionary journey, with 
Gal 2:1-10 being a Pauline account of the Jerusa- 
lem Council in Acts 15 (or, in the minds of some, 
possibly the source for writing or creating the ac- 
count in Acts 15). If the destination was South 
Galatia, then the letter could have been written as 
early as the end of Paul’s first missionary journey, 
before the meeting of the Jerusalem Council. This 
would not preclude it from being written later, 
however. If the letter was written as early as the 
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end of the first missionary journey, then Gal 2:1-10 
could be Paul’s account of the so-called famine visit 
to Jerusalem of Acts 11:27-30 and 12:25 or a private 
meeting not mentioned in Acts. 

The history of discussion of this issue is surpris- 
ingly recent. The early church, from the second 
century on, took the North Galatia, or ethnic, view, 
since the region of Lycaonia had apparently sepa- 
rated from the province of Galatia and united with 
Cilicia, thus putting several of the churches founded 
by Paul on his first missionary journey (e.g., Lystra 
and Derbe) in a separate province from Galatia. By 
the fourth century, the Roman province of Galatia 
had been reduced to its original, smaller size, thus 
eliminating evidence of the larger territory. The 
North Galatia view was generally accepted until 
the nineteenth century, when William Ramsay, as 
a result of firsthand exploration, concluded that 
the South Galatia, or provincial, view (first raised 
in the mid-eighteenth century) was more plausible.® 
Scholars have been divided on this issue ever since. 

(1) North Galatia Hypothesis. The North Galatia 
view has been held by many important scholars, 
including the renowned J. B. Lightfoot (who wrote 
before Ramsay’s discoveries and provides the clas- 
sic discussion of the North Galatia view), Moffatt, 
Kiimmel, Betz, and Martyn.” The main lines of ar- 
gument for this position are as follows. 

(a) The term “Galatia,” from the Gauls or Celts 
(Toddtat, Galatai; KéAtat, Keltai) who migrated 
from Europe into Asia Minor in the fourth century 
B.C., referred not to the political province but to the 
people who had been subdued by the Romans. Use 
of the term “Galatians” in Gal 3:1 in a racial sense 
would seem to support this interpretation. 

(b) Acts 16:6 and 18:23 illustrate the geograph- 
ical sense of the term “Galatia,” since the author 
also mentions Phrygia, which was another terri- 
tory in that area. The emphasis should be on the 
word “and” in both verses. 

(c) In Acts 16:6, Paul and his companions “passed 
through” Phrygia and Galatia because they “had 
been forbidden” from preaching in the province of 
Asia. This implies that they went north to the 
Galatian region. 

(d) Luke does not refer to Galatia when he 
mentions Paul going to Lystra and Derbe during 
the first missionary journey (Acts 14:6, 20, 21); he 
mentions instead Lycaonia, a different province, in 
which these cities were located. 
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(e) In Gal 4:13, the use of “former” (mpdtepos, 
proteros) implies two former visits, those recorded 
in Acts 16:6 and 18:23. (This datum could, how- 
ever, also be used to argue for a later date with the 
South Galatia view.) 

(f) Since the style and subject matter of Galatians 
seem to be most compatible with Romans, the dates 
of their composition must have been very close to 
each other. It is difficult to take Galatians, with its 
discussion of law, as Paul’s first letter, to be fol- 
lowed by the Thessalonian letters, which do not 
even mention the law. (This argument again only 
supports a later date of composition, not necessar- 
ily the North Galatia hypothesis.) 

(g) The temperament of the Galatian Christians 
seems to reflect racial stereotypes of the period con- 
cerning the Galatians as a people—fickle, supersti- 
tious, and unsophisticated (Gal 3:1). 

(h) By this view, Gal 1:21 refers to the first mis- 
sionary journey in Acts 13-14. 

(2) South Galatia Hypothesis. The South Galatia 
hypothesis has been held by Ramsay, Burton, 
Bruce, Martin, and Longenecker, among others, 
although all scholars do not agree about the time 
of writing (see below). The major arguments for 
the South Galatia hypothesis are as follows. 

(a) The phrase “Phrygia and Galatia” in Acts 
16:6 and 18:23 contains the use of Phrygia in an 
adjectival sense, thus referring to Phrygian Galatia, 
the area of the Galatian province that includes the 
region of Phrygia. Ramsay was not able to provide 
an exact parallel of this usage, but he found similar 
kinds of modification that indicated this pattern 
was acceptable usage. 

(b) The North Galatia view requires an unnat- 
ural detour in Acts 16, in which the normal trade 
routes along the borders of the province of Asia 
would not have been followed. Paul tended to fol- 
low the main roads and centers of communication 
in Roman provinces (that is, from Syria to Cilicia 
to Iconium and then to Ephesus). The southern 
side of the Anatolian plateau, which consisted of 
low hills with an adequate water supply, was far 
more important than the north, which was very 
difficult to get to. It is true that Lystra and Derbe 
were “backward” places, by Ramsay’s own admis- 
sion, but at least these cities were in the area in 
which Paul was traveling and so did not require a 
radical detour." 


(c) Paul is not precise in every instance, but 
unlike Luke, he normally uses Roman provincial ti- 
tles, especially for areas where churches are lo- 
cated. Hence he uses Achaia or Greece rather than 
Hellas, which Luke uses./2 

(d) In Acts 16:6, the aorist participle trans- 
lated “forbidden” (kwAvOEvtES, kdlythentes) is best 
taken as indicating that the forbidding took place 
not before Paul and his companions passed 
through Phrygia and Galatia but at the same time 
or after. Hence the verse is best translated, “they 
passed through Phrygian-Galatia, then were for- 
bidden to speak the word in Asia,” probably refer- 
ring to Ephesus. In Greek, this sequence is de- 
termined by the word order (the participle fol- 
lows the main verb) rather than by the tense of 
the participle? 

(e) Acts mentions only Paul’s time in South 
Galatia, never recording a North Galatian ministry. 

(f) Acts 20:4 refers to people from South Galatia 
(Gaius of Derbe, Timothy of Lystra) as involved in 
the collection, but no one from the north. No one 
from Corinth is mentioned either, but this is a dif- 
ferent kind of omission in light of Paul’s travel 
itinerary. 

(g) The mention in Gal 2:1, 9, and 13 of Barna- 
bas is better explained if Paul founded on the first 
missionary journey the churches to which he re- 
fers, since this was the only missionary journey on 
which Barnabas went with Paul. 

(h) In light of the subject matter of Galatians, 
including debate over the Jewishness of Gentiles, it 
is difficult to believe that Paul would not mention 
the meeting in Jerusalem in Acts 15 if that meeting 
had already occurred (if it really did take place). As 
will be discussed below, however, though the 
South Galatia hypothesis does allow for greater 
flexibility regarding the date of composition of the 
letter, if the letter was written before the Jerusalem 
Council, it had to be written to the South Galatia 
churches. 

(i) There is the possibility that the reference in 
Gal 4:14 and 6:17 to Paul being received as an 
“angel of God” by the Galatians or receiving the 
marks of Jesus coincides with the identification of 
Paul with Hermes and Barnabas with Zeus by the 
Lystrans in Acts 14:11-18, and with references to 
physical harm in Acts 14:19. 

There are arguments for both sides, but it 
seems that the evidence for the South Galatia hy- 


pothesis has the greatest strength. During the first 
century, the province of Galatia was a large one 
that included many regions that brought together 
ethnic groups of all different sorts. One Latin in- 
scription of the Roman period, recording the full 
title of a governor of Galatia, illustrates this di- 
versity: he is described as governor “of Galatia, 
of Pisidia, of Phrygia, of Lycaonia, of Isauria, 
of Paphlogonia, of Pontus Galaticus, of Pontus 
Polemoniacus, of Armenia.”!* With the evidence 
that is at hand, it is more plausible to think that 
the letter was addressed to the churches at Lystra, 
Derbe, Iconium, and Antioch—churches that we 
know Paul visited and that were located in an area 
known in Roman times as Galatia—rather than 
conjecture about a different destination far re- 
moved from these in location. As Wallace and Wil- 
liams add, “How could Paul have addressed the 
Christians in these four cities collectively except as 
Galatians?”> 


b. Date!® 

(1) North Galatia. There are three possible 
dates for those who hold to the North Galatia hy- 
pothesis. The first is sometime after the first pos- 
sible visit by Paul to North Galatia (Acts 16:6), 
sometime during his second missionary journey 
(i.e., A.D. 50-52). The second, held by Betz and oth- 
ers, is early in Paul’s Ephesian ministry in Acts 
19:1-41 (i.e., AD. 53-55), taking the word “quickly” 
of Gal 1:6 literally with reference to the Galatians’ 
abandoning the faith. Paul had visited the churches 
of Galatia in Acts 16:6 and 18:23 and then gone to 
Ephesus, where, according to this view, he must 
have written to them upon hearing of immediate 
danger. The third possible date is sometime after 
leaving Ephesus, giving a little bit of time be- 
tween Paul’s visit and his need for writing. 
Lightfoot dated the letter after the Corinthian let- 
ters, since there is no reference to the problem 
with Judaizers in the Corinthian correspondence, 
but before Romans—perhaps written in Macedo- 
nia—because of the theological similarities but less 
developed thinking (i.e., ca. A.D. 56-57). 

(2) South Galatia. For those who hold to the 
South Galatia hypothesis, there are two possible 
time frames for composition. The later time of com- 
position correlates with any of the dates suggested 
by the North Galatia hypothesis.” In this case, the 
“quickly” of Gal 1:6 indicates the quickness of their 
turning away rather than the length of time from 
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their conversion. The earlier date of composition 
posits that Paul wrote to the churches after his first 
missionary journey but before the Jerusalem Coun- 
cil of Acts 15 (i.e., A.D. 49?). In this case, Gal 4:13 
refers to the two visits on his first missionary 
journey. 


3. Paul's Visits to Jerusalem in Acts and 
Galatians 


The discussion concerning the date of the com- 
position of Galatians can be further clarified if ref- 
erence is made to the visits to Jerusalem that are 
mentioned in Galatians and in Acts.'® There are 
two major schemes for understanding the relation- 
ship between the Jerusalem visits of Paul according 
to Galatians and Acts. The following scheme as- 
sumes that the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15—or 
something like it in its essential subject matter— 
actually happened. Ever since Baur, there has prob- 
ably been unnecessary skepticism over whether the 
council of Acts 15 took place. The oddness of the 
council’s conclusions compromising Christian free- 
dom—which Paul seems to take fairly lightly in his 
subsequent ministry—are sufficient to make a 
plausible case for its historicity; there is little moti- 
vation for the author to introduce potentially divi- 
sive issues on no historical grounds. 

One reconstruction of the events of Galatians 
and Acts follows. 


TABLE 


PAUL’S VISITS TO JERUSALEM | 


10-1 


Galatians 


Paul sees 
Cephas and 
James 


Paul visits Syria 
and Cilicia 


Paul and Barna- 
bas, along with 
Titus, meet 
James, Peter, 
and John 


Barnabas takes 
Paul to the 
apostles 


Paul departs for 
Tarsus 


Paul and Barna- 
bas with the 
apostles and el- 
ders at the 
council 
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In this scheme, there are various explanations 
of Acts 11:27-30, the famine visit.1? Some argue 
that the episode in Acts 11 is not historical and that 
Paul therefore does not mention it. Others argue 
that the two accounts in Acts 11 and 15 are dupli- 
cates that the author of Luke—Acts perhaps found 
in two separate sources, not realizing it was the 
same story. A third explanation is that the meeting 
of Acts 11, which appears to be a private meeting in 
which the apostles are not mentioned, is passed 
over in Galatians, since the challenge to which 
Paul is responding in Galatians concerns his rela- 
tionship to the apostles. 

A second reconstruction of the events in Galatians 
and Acts follows. 


TABLE 10 


PAUL’S VISITS TO JERUSALEM II 


Paul sees 
Cephas and 
James 


- 2 


Barnabas takes 
Paul to the 
apostles 


Paul visits Syria 
and Cilicia 


Paul departs 
for Tarsus 


11:27-30, 
12:25 


Paul and Bar- 
nabas bring 
famine relief 


Paul and Bar- 
nabas, along 
with Titus, meet 
James, Peter, 
and John 


Paul and 
Barnabas meet 
with the apos- 
tles and the 
elders 


There are still some difficulties with this second 
equation. Most notably, the apostles and Titus are 
not mentioned in Acts 11, and it seems that Paul 
receives confirmation of his message to the Gentiles, 
even though this precedes his first missionary jour- 
ney, which would have been the first test of his 
message. Nevertheless, the second solution is still a 
more plausible one. First, there is a place for Acts 
11 and 15, without resorting to discrediting Luke’s 


account. Second, the meetings of Acts 11 and Gal 
2:1-10 (see esp. v. 2) both look like private meet- 
ings. Third, Paul appears to be giving a strict chro- 
nology, so it would be surprising if he left out an 
important incident. This also raises the question of 
when the incident of Gal 2:11-14, Paul’s confronta- 
tion with Peter (probably at Antioch), would have 
occurred. Some scholars think that Paul emerged 
unsuccessful from this confrontation, though this 
is probably not correct.7° Most likely this meeting 
occurred before the events of Acts 15; otherwise the 
results of the meeting would have been reported in 
Galatians. 


4. Galatian Opponents, the Occasion of the 
Letter to the Galatians, and Its Purpose 


The occasion of a Pauline letter is defined as 
the specific circumstance or circumstances in force 
at the time of writing—for example, the audience's 
composition as a church, the history of its contact 
with Paul, and any relevant details regarding posi- 
tive accomplishments or problems surrounding this 
contact. The purpose of a letter, on the other hand, 
is defined as the reason standing behind the com- 
position of a letter, so far as this can be recon- 
structed from the letter itself. There is often not an 
easy or clear line of connection between the occa- 
sion and the purpose of a letter. 


a. The Evidence. The evidence for Paul’s oppo- 
nents at Galatia includes the following features: 
People had visited this mission field (1:7; 5:10, 12), 
possibly coming from James in Jerusalem (2:12), 
bringing another teaching and questioning Paul's 
authority and apostleship (1:9, 10-11). They are 
characterized as troublemakers (1:7; 5:10) or agita- 
tors (5:12), and are seen as imposing requirements 
of Jewish law, especially circumcision (5:3, 11) and 
the observance of special days (4:10; 2:16; 3:2, 21b; 
4:21, 5:4). 


b. Paul’s Response. Paul's response to the threat 
in the Galatian churches is vitriolic, evidencing his 
passion for the gospel. He characterizes the oppo- 
nents’ teaching as a perversion of the gospel (1:7) 
that represents a turning from God (1:6; 5:8), a fall- 
ing from grace (5:4), and a denial of the promise of 
the Spirit (3:25), They have substituted a false mes- 
sage for the true one (1:8-9), a message that Paul 
received through revelation and that was later ap- 


proved by those in Jerusalem (1:12; 1:13-2:10), ex- 
posing the opponents to judgment (5:10). In effect, 
their teaching is contrary to justification by faith 
(2:21), attempts to make the law a means of justifi- 
cation (3:11), and undermines Christ’s death (2:21). 


c. Definition of the Group(s) Involved?! 

(1) A view held since the second century 
through Luther to the present, and still the ma- 
jority view, is that the opponents in Galatians are 
Judaizers, a radical Jewish-Christian group of op- 
ponents of Paul from Jerusalem (perhaps sent by 
the Jerusalem apostles, as Baur speculated; see 
2:12).2? They penetrated the churches that Paul 
founded and attempted to persuade the Gentile 
Christians to accept circumcision and adopt the 
Jewish law as a necessary part of their belief in 
Christ, probably referring to Abraham’s circum- 
cision as his first great act of faith.”? The fact that 
they have apparently come from outside the 
Galatian church is supported by Paul’s use of the 
third person to refer to these groups (cf. 1 and 2 
Corinthians [e.g., 1 Cor 5:1-2; 2 Cor 7:2-4], 
where the second person is used for insiders).** 
These legalists, however, may also have some 
proto-gnostic tendencies (Gal 4:9-10), in which 
their lack of regard for the earthly sphere results 
in libertinism (see 6:1).?° It is more likely, how- 
ever, that the references to freedom and indul- 
gence (see 5:13, 16; 6:1, 8) can be explained as 
simply part of the message of the Judaizers, to 
which Paul responds by saying that though it 
may seem that they are free to do these things 
(using an inversion of Paul’s own message?), 
there is a limit to their freedom.?° 

(2) A modification of the first position has ar- 
gued that the opponents are Jewish Christians who 
have accepted circumcision and want to convince 
others to do the same.”” The reason for this is that, 
supposedly, zealot activity in Jerusalem increased 
and Jewish Christians were trying to persuade Gen- 
tile Christians to accept circumcision so that the 
Jewish Christians would avoid persecution for asso- 
ciation with Gentiles, arguing that God required it 
of them. Since the language of the letter is con- 
cerned with strictly Jewish practices and beliefs 
such as the law (ch. 3), circumcision (5:6; 6:15), 
and the calendar (4:10) and the opponents are 
characterized in terms of those who are not follow- 
ers of Christ, this view is unlikely. 
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(3) A third position is that there are possibly 
two opponents, the Judaizers (see above) and liber- 
tine pneumatics, or those emphasizing life in the 
Spirit (6:1), who were attacking Paul's claim to 
apostleship. But the libertine dimension to the op- 
ponents can be explained simply as a part of the 
teaching of the Judaizers under the Judaizer hy- 
pothesis above. Since Paul seems to address his op- 
ponents as one cohesive group, it is not necessary 
to posit two sets of opponents. 


5. Outline of Galatians 


A. Opening (1:1-5) 
1. Sender (1:1—2a) 
2. Addressee (1:2) 
3. Greeting (1:3) 
4. Doxology (1:5) 

(B. Thanksgiving—none) 

C. Body: In defense of the apostle (1:6-5:12) 
1. Body’s opening: A contrary gospel 
(1:6-9) 

2. Paul’s authority (1:10-2:14) 
3. Paul's defense (2:15-5:12) 
4, Body’s close on Christian freedom 

D. Parenesis (5:13-6:10)78 
1. Love fulfills the law (5:13—15) 
2. The Spirit overcomes the flesh (5:16—26) 
3. The law of Christ is to help one 
another (6:1—10) 

E. Closing (6:11-18) 
1. Pauline authority (6:11-17) 
2. Benediction (6:18) 


B. 1 Thessalonians’ 


1. The City of Thessalonica 


The city of Thessalonica was technically a part 
of the ancient kingdom of Macedonia, the home of 
Alexander the Great and his father, Philip.*° But 
since that time (mid—4th cent. B.C.), with the influ- 
ence that Philip and Alexander exerted upon re- 
structuring this portion of the world, Macedonia 
had been considered part of the wider sphere of 
Greek influence, and for all intents and purposes 
Thessalonica was considered a Greek city. For a 
time, this northern portion of Greek territory, ex- 
tending well into Macedonia proper, had existed in- 
dependently as one of the Diadochian kingdoms 
after the dissolution of Alexander’s empire following 
his death in 323 B.C., but with Roman expansion 
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across the Adriatic Sea, it was inevitable that Mac- 
edonia would engage in conflict with Rome. After 
several wars, Macedonia was finally incorporated 
into the Roman Empire, first as four separate re- 
publics, with Thessalonica the leading city of the 
southernmost of these republics, and then finally 
as the one large province of Macedonia in 148 B.c. 

The city of Thessalonica itself was founded in 
315 B.C., and soon became an important city, as it 
lay on what became a major thoroughfare (known 
in Roman times as the Via Egnatia, or Egnatian 
Way) from the Adriatic Sea to Philippi and on to 
Byzantium. After a hundred years of Roman pro- 
vincial rule, in 42 B.C. Thessalonica became a free 
city: its citizens enjoyed self-governance, under the 
authority of a person with the title of politarch or 
under some other form of governor. The accuracy 
of the account in Acts 17:6 used to be questioned, 
since it was the only literary text to record the title 
of politarch. In the twentieth century, however, 
several inscriptions bearing witness to the title 
have been discovered, even though the exact func- 
tion of this official is not entirely clear.*! 


Recent excavations of the Roman forum in 
Thessalonica. Paul would have stayed in this 
area as a guest of Jason (Acts 17:6-7). 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


The city seemed to consist of a mixed popula- 
tion, not untypical of numerous cities of the 
Roman Empire. According to Acts 17:2, there was a 
Jewish community in the city, since they had a 
synagogue where they worshipped. Christianity 
came to Thessalonica during Paul’s travels in ap- 
proximately A.D. 50-52, on what is sometimes re- 
ferred to as his second missionary journey. He 
began his ministry in this city by preaching in the 


synagogue, and it is reasonable, on the basis of 
what we find in the letter itself, to conclude that 
the account in Acts, which says that there were 
converts, is accurate. According to Acts, the con- 
verts were both Jews and Godfearers—Gentiles who 
respected the moral, ethical, and theological dispo- 
sition of Judaism but resisted full proselytization, 
which would have involved circumcision.” 


2. Paul in Thessalonica 


The account in Acts 17 says that Paul went to 
the synagogue for three Sabbaths before the Jews 
were aroused to jealousy, formed a mob, and started 
a riot that forced Paul to leave the city. In light of 
the nature of the correspondence with the Thessa- 
lonians, especially the way it evidently adds to teach- 
ing on a number of issues that Paul apparently dis- 
cussed with them, many scholars have inquired 
exactly how long Paul was in Thessalonica. A 
number have concluded that he must have been in 
the city longer than Acts states. Ramsay argued 
that Paul was in Thessalonica for approximately six 
months.?? Some have determined that it is possible 
to posit a significantly longer period of time in the 
city, with the reference to three Sabbath days per- 
haps only describing his initial discussion or the 
length of time he attended the synagogue before he 
had converts. ** Of course, there is also the possibil- 
ity that the Acts account here does not accurately or 
completely record all that happened in Thessalonica. 

From Thessalonica, Paul went on to Beroea, 
where he was followed by troublemakers from 
Thessalonica (Acts 17:13). He then went to Athens 
(17:16-33) and then to Corinth (18:1-18), where he 
stayed for one and a half years, according to Acts 
(see ch. 9, sec. 3, above). This occurred during the 
reign of Gallio and provides one of the reasonably 
certain dates for establishing the Pauline chronol- 
ogy. Paul was apparently in Corinth from ca. A.D. 
50 to 52, and it was during this time that he 
probably wrote his letter to the Thessalonian 
church known as 1 Thessalonians (the authentic- 
ity of 2 Thessalonians is discussed below; if 2 
Thessalonians is authentic as well, it was probably 
written soon after 1 Thessalonians from Corinth). 
Mention in 1 Thessalonians of Philippi (2:2), Mace- 
donia and Achaia (1:7-8), and Athens (3:1) matches 
what Acts tells us of Paul’s itinerary during this 
trip through Asia Minor and Greece. This occasion 


to write seems to have arisen fairly soon after Paul 
left the city, when he followed up on a number of 
the issues that he had apparently discussed with 
them during his time there. Perhaps the time Paul 
spent in Thessalonica is not as long as some schol- 
ars have thought necessary; a number of the issues 
raised in the letter appear to be ones that Paul 
would have reasonably discussed with them if he 
had been with them for a significant amount of 
time, such as the destiny of Christians who have 
died before the return of Christ. 

Did Paul ever revisit the city, for which he had 
so many good things to say? He may well have 
done so on what is called his third missionary 
journey. probably about five years later (ca. A.D. 
56), as is recorded in Acts 19:21 and 20:1-3. On this 
journey, Paul went to and from Greece through 
Macedonia and may well have passed through 
Thessalonica, possibly on his outward journey. On 
the basis of Paul’s statement in Rom 15:19 regard- 
ing the spread of the gospel from Jerusalem all the 
way to Illyricum, some have speculated that Paul 
may have traveled west on the Via Egnatia into the 
territory of Illyricum. He may have had the inten- 
tion of crossing over the Adriatic Sea to Rome, or 
even of traveling into a Latin-speaking territory in 
preparation for a future trip to Rome or Spain. This 
cannot be established with any certainty and in 
fact is probably unlikely, since the phrasing in 
Romans may well only refer to the spread of the 
gospel from Jerusalem as far as (or up to) Illyricum. 


3. Authorship 


The authorship of 1 Thessalonians is generally 
not disputed.* It is widely accepted as genuinely 
Pauline, except by a very small number of the most 
negative of critics, several of whom wrote during 
the nineteenth century during a particularly skep- 
tical period of continental European criticism. The 
external testimony to Pauline authorship of 1 
Thessalonians is well established and includes 
Marcion (Tertullian, Ag. Marc. 5.15; mid—2d cent.) 
and the Muratorian Fragment. Irenaeus, in the 
third century, also quotes it directly (Haer. 5.6.1; 
5.30.2).° The internal witness is confirmatory as 
well, since there are several distinctive markings of 
Pauline authorship. The first is the opening of the 
letter, which claims to have come from Paul, Silas 
(or Silvanus), and Timothy. (The discussion of 
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pseudonymity and the Pauline Letters in ch. 9, 
above, suggests that epistolary pseudonymity was 
a more widespread phenomenon in the ancient 
world than many more conservative scholars wish 
to recognize. A plausible case for the pseudonymity 
of this letter cannot, however, be made in light of 
the other criteria for authenticity.) Second, there is 
evidence of an early date for 1 Thessalonians in 
5:12, where Paul, referring to church organization, 
mentions “those who . .. have charge of you.” This 
seems to imply that at this point there was not a 
formal title for those in positions of leadership within 
local congregations of believers. That such titles 
apparently were developed quite early is confirmed 
by Phil 1:1, but that letter was probably written ten 
years later. (Acts 14:23, which mentions the ap- 
pointment of elders on Paul’s so-called first mission- 
ary journey, does not necessarily contradict this, since 
the author of Luke—Acts may be retroactively ascrib- 
ing titles developed by the time of his writing.)*” 

Also confirmatory of an early date is the issue 
of the Parousia, or return of Christ. The author 
may well have had the expectation—or at least 
was open to the possibility—of being alive at the 
time of the return of Christ (4:17). This is an un- 
likely stance for a later author to take, especially if 
it were known that Paul was dead, and it intro- 
duces an unnecessary hypothesis in light of what is 
known about the early eschatology of the church, 
with its expectation regarding Christ’s return. The 
evidence is sufficiently ambiguous even among the 
undisputed Pauline Letters that we would not want 
to posit too strongly what Paul's definitive position 
on Christ's imminent return was. But it is fair to 
say that he was at least open to this possibility, 
even if it was not, in his mind, as strong a likeli- 
hood later on (as 2 Corinthians and Philippians, 
both later letters, seem to confirm). The scene re- 
garding expectation of the Parousia painted in this 
letter is consistent with the portrait of Paul drawn 
in Acts and makes it entirely likely that Paul would 
have written a letter of this sort to the Thessalonian 
church. 

In spite of this substantial evidence regarding 
Pauline authorship, there has still been some de- 
bate over the integrity of the letter. Two passages— 
2:13-16 and 5:1-l1l—have been suggested to be 
later interpolations.*® The first passage has been 
questioned on the grounds that it appears to be 
anti-Semitic, reflecting not only an un-Pauline 
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theological perspective (cf. Rom 11:25-26) but 
also events after the destruction of Jerusalem. 
Hence, according to this view, it may well be a 
post-70 interpolation reflecting later Jewish-Chris- 
tian tensions. This proposal has been rejected on 
many fronts: (1) it fails to appreciate the early ten- 
sions between Jews and Christians, at least from 
the time of Paul; (2) the kind of hyperbole found in 
this passage is well within the parameters of Paul’s 
argumentative style; and (3) there is no good rea- 
son for this interpolation.” Arguments that 5:1-11 
is non-Pauline stem from the premise that the au- 
thor was correcting Paul’s mistaken view of the 
Parousia. Used in support of this premise are 
changes in wording (mapovota [“coming”], used 
elsewhere in this letter, gives way here to “day of 
the Lord”) and parallels with passages that do not 
express eschatological imminence. This position 
has also found few supporters, since the kinds of 
contrasts that it depends upon do not seem justi- 
fied.2° Despite arguments that draw attention to 
problems in the text and features of the language, 
these theories have not convinced most scholars, 
so that it is fair to say that the letter can be treated 
in its entirety as authentically Pauline. (Redactional 
and partition theories are discussed in sec. C, 
below.) 


4. 1 Thessalonians and Acts 


Disregarding this evidence for coherence be- 
tween 1 Thessalonians and the picture of the early 
church in Acts, a number of apparent discrepan- 
cies between 1 Thessalonians and Acts are still 
worth mentioning (in addition to how many Sab- 
baths Paul spent in Thessalonica; see sec. B.2, 
above). The first concerns the composition of the 
Thessalonian church. In the letter itself, the author 
appears to be addressing Gentiles, since he men- 
tions that they turned from idols to serve God (1:9), 
they have suffered from their own countrymen, 
just as other churches suffered from the Jews 
(2:14), and they now are unlike the heathen (4:5). 
The problem for some scholars arises from the ac- 
count in Acts, where no emphasis is placed upon 
converts from paganism. It must be kept in mind, 
however, that the perspective of Acts may well be 
different from that of the letter, especially since, in 
several of Acts’ brief accounts of Paul’s visits to cit- 
ies, a far from complete list of events is recorded. 


More to the point is the fact that Acts’ account 
does record that Paul's converts included Jews and 
Godfearers. There has been sustained controversy 
regarding the category of Godfearers. A number of 
scholars, most recently led by Kraabel, have ar- 
gued that this category is an invention by the au- 
thor of Luke—Acts and has no factual basis to de- 
scribe a group in the religious climate of the an- 
cient world.*! It appears that Acts understands 
these people as Gentiles who found the moral, ethi- 
cal, and theological disposition of Judaism com- 
mendatory and commensurate with their own in- 
clinations. Recent publications drawing upon in- 
scriptions give credence to the Acts account.” Acts 
does not say what proportion of Christian converts 
came from each category, but it is not unreason- 
able to conclude that the majority may well have 
been Gentiles, with most of these Godfearers. 

A second point of contention revolves around 
the coauthorship of Timothy and Silas in light of 
the evidence in Acts. Acts 18:5 says that these com- 
panions rejoined Paul at Corinth, while 1 Thess 
3:1-2 says that Timothy was in Athens. How can 
these data be made to square with the coauthorship 
of 1 Thessalonians and what we know of Pauline 
chronology? The solution may well be that there 
was a journey—not recorded in Acts—by Silas and 
Timothy from Athens to Macedonia and then to 
Corinth. The chronology would be that Silas and 
Timothy waited in Beroea while Paul went to Ath- 
ens (Acts 17:14), from which he traveled to Corinth 
(Acts 17:16). Silas and Timothy arrived in Athens, 
but they were sent off again by Paul to Macedonia 
and then arrived in Corinth. This may well have 
provided the source of information from the church 
in Thessalonica to Paul, its apostle, who had so re- 
cently departed, apparently in some hurry, and 
was unable to impart anything close to all the 
teaching that the church required or that he would 
have been able to give bit-by-bit as situations arose. 
After Silas and Timothy rejoined Paul at Corinth 
and conveyed information from the church to him, 
he began his correspondence with it (Acts 18:5). 
Admittedly, this reconstruction is speculative, but 
its reading of the evidence must be considered. 


5. Occasion and Purpose 


It is important to establish the occasion and 
purpose of 1 Thessalonians. Timothy apparently 


brought back a good report after his visit (posited 
in sec. B.4, above, but not stated in Acts) regarding 
the faith and love of the church at Thessalonica (1 
Thess 3:6). According to Acts, Paul apparently had 
to leave Thessalonica in a hurry once the Jews 
were aroused to jealousy; it is not known how long 
Paul was in Thessalonica (Acts mentions three 
Sabbaths), and it is possible that he was there lon- 
ger than Acts records, perhaps even as long as six 
months (see sec. B.2, above). Since he probably did 
not bring a number of issues to a satisfying conclu- 
sion because of his apparently speedy departure, 
perhaps some made accusations against Paul re- 
garding his character. They may have chosen to 
depict him in a light similar to that of other itiner- 
ant teachers and philosophers in the ancient world, 
who entered a city and spoke publicly so long as 
they were well received and well rewarded by the 
people but who took advantage of these same people 
and then fled when trouble began.*? 

Paul therefore wrote to the Thessalonians with 
apparently a twofold purpose. The first was to ex- 
press his general satisfaction with the believers in 
Thessalonica, and the second was to answer the 
charge that his motives might be suspect. He ends 
up answering a number of questions that Timothy 
evidently brought with him and that were being 
asked by the Thessalonian Christians, but his place- 
ment of these in the parenetic section of the letter 
suggests that these were not initially at the fore- 
front of his thinking or his purpose in writing. 

Paul expresses satisfaction over the progress of 
the Christian community, using the thanksgiving 
of the letter (1:2-10) to express his thanks to God 
for their response to his message. He singles out 
their faith, love, and hope (1:3)—note his use of a 
rhetorically forceful list of three, the same list used 
in 1 Cor 13—as qualities that have produced re- 
sults. God has chosen them because the gospel 
came not only in words but in power and in the 
Holy Spirit (1:5). The Holy Spirit was the one who 
brought the message that they had received, the 
verification of which is their having become imita- 
tors of Paul and the compatriots of both himself 
and the Lord despite severe suffering. This may 
constitute an incidental reference to the persecu- 
tion that some of the Christians at Thessalonica re- 
ceived when the Jews became hostile toward Paul. 
Later in the letter, Paul again encourages their per- 
severance in the face of opposition, this time from 
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their own countrymen, that is, Gentiles (2:13—16). 
This section, too, expresses Paul’s thanksgiving re- 
garding the Thessalonians. The thankful tone is so 
pronounced and interspersed throughout the first 
part of the letter that it has been proposed that 1 
Thessalonians is less a letter following the Pauline 
structure and more an expanded thanksgiving run- 
ning throughout most of the first two chapters, 
possibly to 3:13, if not further.** In any case, the 
Thessalonians have become a model to all the be- 
lievers in Macedonia and Achaia, and their faith is 
known everywhere (1:8-10). We would expect 
thankful expressions in the thanksgiving part of 
the letter. But it is also clear that Paul does not hes- 
itate to withhold thanksgiving and commendation 
where they are not warranted, as in the Letter to 
the Galatians. Indeed, there are few letters in the 
Pauline corpus, if any, where heartfelt thanks are 
more readily and freely given than in these open- 
ing verses of 1 Thessalonians. 

Paul answers at some length in the body of the 
letter (2:1—12; 2:17~3:5) the apparent charges against 
him that he was self-seeking, cowardly, and merce- 
nary in his dealings with the Thessalonians, as 
confirmed by his failure to return to see them. The 
body of this letter, like other Pauline Letters, is de- 
voted not only to spiritual concepts but to a defense 
of his own ministry to the church (see the Corin- 
thian correspondence and Galatians). He points 
out that he is not unaccustomed to opposition and 
even suffering, having come from Philippi, where 
he also suffered. The reason for his defense, he 
says, is that his motives are not erroneous or im- 
pure, and certainly not based upon trickery. He is 
not trying to please humans but, rather, God, who 
tests human hearts and stands as his witness. For 
further proof of his sincerity, he points out that 
whereas his position as an apostle might have war- 
ranted some form of financial entitlement provided 
by the church, this was not his or his followers’ ap- 
proach. Not only did they share the gospel with the 
Thessalonians; they shared in a common physical 
existence as well. For Paul, this means that he en- 
gaged in physical work to help support himself 
(2:8-9; see ch. 9, above, on Paul and his profes- 
sion). Paul does confine his statements to his own 
position of leadership, however. Seeing in these ac- 
cusations a potentially larger implication about the 
leadership of the church, he tells the Thessalonians 
that they owe their current leaders the same kind 
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of respect (5:12-13). As to the second prong of the 
attack on his character—why he had not returned 
to see the church again—Paul seems aware of the 
difficulty this might have caused; he admits that 
his first visit was curtailed but assures them that he 
had made efforts to visit them again. When he was 
not successful—he attributes it to Satan stopping 
him and his coworkers—he sent Timothy, who had 
brought back the good report. 

More space and attention in 1 Thessalonians 
are devoted to the issue of the Parousia (4:13-18) 
and the day of the Lord (5:1-11) than to any other 
topic. But regardless of the space given it in the let- 
ter and the important role it has played in certain 
contemporary circles that have become preoccu- 
pied with biblical eschatology, the issue is not of 
primary significance for the purpose of the letter. 
This becomes evident when one considers the let- 
ter’s structure. As the following outline indicates, 
the body of the letter (2:1-3:13) is concerned with 
Paul’s relationship with the Thessalonian Chris- 
tians. The purpose is clearly to commend the 
Thessalonians in their behavior and to provide a 
rationale for his behavior with them and since. The 
material on the Parousia falls within the parenetic 
section of the letter (4:1-5:22). Although it is not 
’ unimportant material (see below), it is simply not 
as central to the purpose of the letter as other 
topics. 

Paul discusses a number of important theologi- 
cal issues in this letter, but certain ones stand out 
as unique and significant. Because of the contin- 
gent nature of the Pauline Letters and the fact that 
1 Thessalonians expresses only a portion of a com- 
plex relationship between Paul and the Christians 
at Thessalonica, it is difficult to establish the pro- 
portional significance of the topics discussed. For 
example, throughout this letter, Paul assumes with- 
out argumentation the conceptual framework of 
several theological beliefs. Thus Paul does not argue 
for, but rather supposes, the existence of the “living 
and true God” (1:9), who is the Father of his Son, 
Jesus Christ, whom he raised from the dead (1:10). 
To Christ himself is ascribed the exalted status of 
being present with God, having died for believers 
(1:1; 5:10). Likewise, the Holy Spirit is seen as em- 
powering believers to proclaim the gospel (1:5), giv- 
ing joy (1:6) and helping them to be holy (4:8). 

In two other areas, however, Paul does offer 
significant teaching. These occur in the parenetic 


section of the letter, probably indicating that the 
material is presented with the idea of being less 
doctrinal than exhortatory (although there is a dis- 
tinctive exhortatory sense about the whole letter)*® 
and that it is designed to enhance the quality of the 
believer's life rather than to establish its theological 
basis. The first topic concerns Christian living 
(4:1-12), sanctification. This has already been treated 
regarding Paul’s primary teaching (see ch. 9, above), 
but the way he treats it in this letter warrants fur- 
ther discussion. Underlying Paul’s discussion with 
the Thessalonians is the apparent assumption that 
believers, both Paul and the Thessalonians them- 
selves, are to display or live out a life in harmony 
with the gospel. Paul commends the Thessalonians 
for displaying lives that are worthy of imitation by 
other Christians because they are imitators of Paul 
and of the Lord. Paul apparently addresses these 
words to a church that had experienced persecu- 
tion from fellow Gentiles, just as Paul had experi- 
enced persecution from Jews when he was in 
Thessalonica. Love, honesty, and good works are 
to characterize the Christian life, even when one is 
enduring trials and persecution. The goal, Paul 
says, is to be holy at Christ’s coming. This theme is 
excellent for illustrating how Paul links the body of 
the letter with the parenesis. He closes the body of 
the letter, as he often does, with one of his travel- 
ogues (2:17-3:13), which comes to an eschatologi- 
cal climax (3:11-13), where, in a doxological format, 
he wishes that God might present the Thessalonians 
blameless and holy at Christ's return. Then, in the 
first parenesis of the letter (4:1-12), Paul discusses 
the theme of living to please God, introduced by an 
exhortatory formula (mapakadG, parakalo, “en- 
treat”). After telling the Thessalonians of the ideal, 
he now instructs them how to live. What he desires 
for them is holiness or sanctification (4:3-8) in the 
area of sexual and personal ethics and that they ex- 
emplify brotherly love (4:9-12). Christian sexual 
ethics came into direct conflict with pagan sexual 
ethics. Sexual practices often played a part in the 
religious cults of the time, to say nothing of their 
role in the general culture, where sexual immoral- 
ity was common. Perhaps Paul realized or had 
heard that for many of the Gentiles in the church 
at Thessalonica, it was difficult to change earlier 
practices. Paul, however, clearly considers Chris- 
tian morality to be categorically different from 
pagan morality (4:4 is a difficult verse, meaning ei- 


ther “to gain mastery over his body” [NEB] or “to 
take a wife for himself” [RSV]; each has merit).*° 

The second issue on which Paul spends time is 
the Parousia, or coming of the Lord. This is not the 
place to try to solve the many enigmas of this pas- 
sage, but a few observations are warranted. Paul’s 
comments here apparently follow up on instruc- 
tions he gave them when he was in Thessalonica 
regarding the return of Christ, but perhaps his pre- 
mature departure curtailed his teaching. The sin- 
gular difficulty appears to have concerned the fate 
of believers who died before the return of Christ. 
Notice, however, how much Paul seems to assume 
they already know—for example, the resurrection 
of the dead (since this is what those who have 
“fallen asleep” are thought to miss out on [4:14]), 
the living believers’ being caught up to heaven 
(4:15), and the nearness of the end (4:16). To com- 
fort those concerned about dead friends or rela- 
tives, Paul conveys a useful chronology in which 
the living have no advantage over the dead, since 
the same spectacular events are to occur to both 
groups. The sequence he describes is for the dead in 
Christ first, and then the living (4:16-17), to be 
caught up to “meet the Lord in the air”; “meet [the 
Lord]” is a term used elsewhere of a delegation 
going outside a city to meet an important digni- 
tary.4” In 5:1-11, the transition in v. 1 can indeed 
indicate a shift in topic, but here it appears to indi- 
cate a logical shift, from the comforting facts re- 
garding the return of Christ to the question of 
when this is supposed to occur. Again, Paul indi- 
cates that he does not need to write to the Thessa- 
lonians because they know a sufficient amount al- 
ready. Instead he contrasts those who are awaiting 
Christ’s return with those who are going to be 
caught unprepared. For the latter it will come like 
a thief in the night, so he instructs the Thessa- 
lonians to be sons of light and sons of the day, pre- 
pared so as not to suffer wrath but, rather, experi- 
ence salvation. The imagery Paul uses in this sec- 
tion is apocalyptic. Apocalyptic imagery is charac- 
terized by the otherworldly intervention of God in 
a situation where his followers are persecuted and 
despair of society being transformed from within. 
As depicted in works of apocalyptic literature, the 
translation from this world to another through a 
heavenly journey is the kind of experience the re- 
deemed can expect. 
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Many commentators have taken 4:15, 17, where 
Paul speaks of being alive at the Parousia of the 
Lord, to indicate that he believed that the return of 
Christ would occur during his own lifetime. Others, 
however, believe that in light of such passages as 2 
Cor 5:1-10 and Phil 1:20-24, Paul was not neces- 
sarily teaching this belief. Positions claiming that 
Paul develops in his thinking from one position to 
another have also been argued. Scholarly opinion 
generally sees Paul as living with a tension be- 
tween Christ’s already being present and his ex- 
pected return.*® While it is not entirely certain that 
Paul believed that he would be alive at that time, 
since he uses the first person plural throughout 1 
Thessalonians, apparently sometimes referring to 
himself (e.g., 1 Thess 3:1) and sometimes referring 
to other believers as well (e.g., 1 Thess 2:1), there is 
a sense of imminence conveyed in the letter. It 
comes through in this section in the similar treat- 
ment of both the dead and the living at Christ’s 
coming. Paul could well have thought that a num- 
ber of those alive at the time of his writing would 
still be alive at Christ’s return; otherwise he would 
have responded in a different way, instructing his 
readers that the resurrection of those asleep would 
be the fate of all. But this is not what he says. Else- 
where in the letter, the sense of imminence also 
comes through with the emphasis on right living in 
the expectation that Christ could return and catch 
someone failing to live a holy life. It is possible to 
conceive of Paul believing at the outset of his min- 
istry in the imminent return of Christ but being 
forced to moderate his optimism in subsequent 
writings in light of the increasing evidence that he 
himself would die before Christ’s return. In any 
event, the sense of imminence is evident. (Compari- 
son of the eschatological teaching of this letter with 
2 Thessalonians has led many scholars to call into 
question the authenticity of 2 Thessalonians.) 


6. Outline of 1 Thessalonians 


A. Opening (1:1) 
1. Sender (1:1) 
2. Addressee (1:1) 
3. Greeting (1:1) 
B. Thanksgiving (1:2-10) 
C. Body: Paul’s relationship with the 
Thessalonians (2:1-3:13) 
1. Body’s opening: Paul’s defense (2:1-12) 
2. Further thanksgiving (2:13-16) 


422 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


3. Pauline travelogue: Paul’s relationship 
with the Thessalonians (2:17-3:13) 
D. Parenesis (4:1-5:22) 
1. Living to please God (4:1-12) 
2. The coming of the Lord (4:13-5:11) 
3. Final exhortations (5:12—22) 
E. Closing (5:23-28) 
1. Doxology (5:23) 
2. Greetings (5:26) 
3. Benediction (5:28) 


C. 2 Thessalonians 
1. Authorship and Authenticity 


Many scholars seriously question the authen- 
ticity of 2 Thessalonians. There has been some 
question about Pauline authorship since the nine- 
teenth century, but this dispute has arisen most 
strongly within the last twenty-five years, with the 
vast majority of scholars before 1970 arguing for 
authenticity. If, at the end of the discussion below, 
the evidence seems to weigh for the reader in 
favor of Pauline authorship, then the situation in 
Thessalonica noted above and its probable correla- 
tion with the evidence presented in Acts will need 
to be consulted: 

When arguments regarding the Pauline au- 
thorship of 2 Thessalonians are presented, the fol- 
lowing seem to carry the most weight. 


a. External Evidence. Although external evidence 
from the church father Justin is not decisive (Dial. 
32, 110, 116), 2 Thessalonians is found in Marcion’s 
collection and the Muratorian Fragment, is cited in 
Polycarp (Phil. 11.3 [1:4]; 11.4 [3:15]), Tertullian 
(Scorp. 13; Res. 24), Irenaeus (Haer. 3.7.2; 5.25.1), 
and Clement of Alexandria (Strom. 5.3), and is pos- 
sibly referred to in Origen (Cels. 2.65). It may be 
cited in Barnabas as well (18.2 [2:6]; 4.9 [2:8]; 15.5 
[2:8, 12).” Thus the external evidence and attesta- 
tion for 2 Thessalonians is stronger than that for 1 
Thessalonians and for most of the other disputed 
epistles. 


b. Internal Evidence. The most detailed argu- 
ment against Pauline authorship of 2 Thessalonians 
was made in 1972 by Trilling. Trilling’s work has 
had widespread influence, but it has also garnered 
severe criticism.” In what follows, an evaluation is 
made of the major arguments that Trilling and oth- 
ers have made against Pauline authorship. The in- 


ternal evidence can be evaluated in several different 
spheres: attestation of the letter itself, tone, appar- 
ent audience, similarities of circumstances to 1 
Thessalonians, and teaching and theology. 

(1) The attestation of the letter clearly points to 
Paul as at least the ostensible author. Like 1 
Thessalonians, the letter purports to have been 
written by Paul, Silas (or Silvanus), and Timothy 
(1:1). Second Thessalonians does not refer directly 
to 1 Thessalonians, but it has an indirect reference 
to the author having previously corresponded with 
the recipients (2:15). This statement is possibly to 
be interpreted in conjunction with the implication 
suggested by 2 Thessalonians that it was sent in re- 
sponse to some other inauthentic letter (2:2; 3:17). 
The author also claims to be Paul in 3:17, where he 
claims to affix a final greeting in his own hand, 
something that distinguishes his letters. The fact 
that Paul affixes his signature to this letter but not 
to 1 Thessalonians raises intriguing questions re- 
garding authenticity; some speculate that this is an 
attempt by the pseudonymous author to convince 
the recipients that the letter is authentic. This issue 
is discussed below (sec. C.3) in relation to the order 
of composition of the letters. 

(2) As noted above, it is virtually unanimously 
accepted that 1 Thessalonians was written with an 
almost overwhelming sense of thanksgiving to the 
Christians in Thessalonica, but many perceive a 
change of tone in 2 Thessalonians. The warm and 
friendly tone of 1 Thessalonians is, according to 
some, exchanged for a more formal and frigid tone 
in 2 Thessalonians. Whereas 1 Thess 1:2 says that 
“we always give thanks,” 2 Thess 1:3 and 2:13 state 
that “we must always give thanks,” as if there is 
some impediment to the same kind of thanksgiving. 
By most accounts of those who argue for authen- 
ticity, 2 Thessalonians was written very soon after 
1 Thessalonians, thus making this change in tone 
perplexing. This purported change, however, may 
not be as severe as some have thought. Paul refers 
in 2 Thessalonians to the readers as “brothers and 
sisters” (3:1), asks for prayer from them (3:1-2), and 
is polite in dealing with the problem of idleness, 
one already raised in 1 Thess 5:14. A possible 
change in circumstances for Paul or his readers— 
including a failure by the Thessalonians to take 
note of Paul’s teaching—might make some change 
in tone warranted, especially if the Thessalonians 
still failed to understand his comments on eschatology. 
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(3) While the audience of 1 Thessalonians ap- 
pears to be of Gentile composition, it has been ar- 
gued that the readers of 2 Thessalonians appear to 
be Jewish, or at least know the thought of the OT 
better than the audience of the first letter (see 2 
Thess 1:6-10 on retribution) and are more familiar 
with the imagery often associated with Jewish apoc- 
alyptic writings (2:1-12). But the fact that there are 
no direct quotations of the OT in 2 Thessalonians 
raises the question whether there is any imagery or 
thinking in the letter that would not be readily un- 
derstood in context. Furthermore, the composition 
of the church, as discussed in 1 Thessalonians, in- 
cluded a large number of Gentiles, but many of 
these Gentiles came apparently from the ranks of 
the Godfearers; they therefore probably would have 
been very familiar with the thought and even lan- 
guage of the OT. 

(4) Another question often raised about the au- 
thenticity of 2 Thessalonians concerns the similari- 
ties between the two letters: why would Paul have 
written two letters so similar to each other within 
such a short space of time? First and 2 Thessalonians 
are linguistically the two most closely linked of the 
Pauline Letters. This can be illustrated not only by 
the use of particular vocabulary items but by re- 
peated instances of parallel phrasing as well (2 
Thess 1:1-2 and 1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:3 and 1 Thess 
1:2; 2 Thess 1:11 and 1 Thess 1:3; 2 Thess 1:8 and 1 
Thess 4:5; 2 Thess 2:14 and 1 Thess 5:9; 2 Thess 3:8 
and 1 Thess 2:9; 2 Thess 3:10 and 1 Thess 3:4). 
One must be careful with such an argument against 
authenticity, however. All sorts of situations can 
be suggested that might warrant such a procedure. 
For example, if the author believed that the situa- 
tion warranted discussion of similar issues once 
more, would he not tend to use similar language? 
The short space in time could argue in favor of 
similar language, since it appears less likely that 
the author would undergo a radical shift in style in 
so short a time. This argument, in its present form, 
is simply untenable. One can envision a similar ar- 
gument being made for non-Pauline authorship if 
the books were dissimilar in language. This raises 
the very important question of what constitutes dif- 
ferences and similarities in language and how such 
differences are weighed. In other words, how dis- 
similar or similar can or should they be? How is 
this usable as a test for authenticity? 


(5) The final issue often raised in discussion of 
authenticity concerns the teaching and theology of 
the letter, especially its eschatological teaching. Es- 
chatological teaching is part of Paul’s parenetic di- 
rectives in 1 Thessalonians, but it constitutes the 
body of the letter of 2 Thessalonians. Perhaps even 
more noticeable, however, is the supposed change 


in perspective. First Thessalonians has a sense of 


imminence, but this appears to be far less intense 
in 2 Thessalonians because the author states that 
certain events have to take place before the coming 
of the Lord can occur (2:1). The characterization of 
the man of lawlessness, furthermore, appears to 
draw upon other NT writing or some form of apoca- 
lyptic thinking. The man of lawlessness, it has been 
claimed, appears to be another way of describing 
the anti-Christ, quite possibly copied from Rev 
13:1-9 (or even 1 John), making the letter obviously 
derivative and later than the time of Paul. Specula- 
tion regarding such a figure, especially in light of 
Paul’s own life, also provokes thoughts about 
whether this is a depiction of the Nero myth. (There 
apparently grew up speculation in apocalyptic 
circles that Nero, the cruel persecutor, had not died 
but would return to resume once more his oppres- 
sion.) Some scholars have proposed, however, that 
one need not look to the Nero myth for an explana- 
tion of the man of lawlessness, since the idea is 
found in intertestamental Jewish literature (e.g., 
1 En. 85-90; Jub. 23:16—32; Sib. Or. 3:388-400) and 
might well be used to refer to a pseudomessianic 
figure.” 

Other theological ideas are sometimes cited as 
not being as important in 2 Thessalonians as they 
are in 1 Thessalonians. For example, the Spirit (2 
Thess 2:2, 8, 13), the death and resurrection of 
Christ (cf. 1 Thess 4:14), and God do not seem to be 
as significant to the author of 2 Thessalonians as 
they are to the author of 1 Thessalonians. It does 
appear that some of these ideas are not as exten- 
sively mentioned in 2 Thessalonians as they are in 
the other letter, but one must be careful how this 
evidence is handled. For example, the Spirit and 
God are two of the Pauline theological assump- 
tions, ideas that he does not appear to believe he 
needs to justify, and seems to simply assume (see 
ch. 9, above). We must be cautious, therefore, how 
much weight we attach to theological ideas that 
even in Paul’s undisputed letters he does not be- 
lieve he must argue for. The failure to mention 


these ideas cannot constitute a sufficient argument 
to establish non-Pauline authorship. Nevertheless, 
it is noteworthy that 1 and 2 Thessalonians both 
equate Christ with God, with similar phrasing used 
in each (e.g., 2 Thess 2:13 and 1 Thess 1:4). 


2. Explaining the Difficulties in Pauline 
Authorship 


If a traditional estimation of Pauline author- 
ship is rejected despite the evidence that 2 Thessa- 
lonians was sent to the entire church at Thessa- 
lonica—then how, why, and by whom was the 
letter composed? The number of scenarios has been 
significant, covering a full range of options. 

Several explanations wish to retain the idea of 
Pauline authorship while still addressing the differ- 
ences between the two letters.>? For example, sev- 
eral proposals revolve around the intended audi- 
ences of the letters. Thus Harnack proposed his 
divided-church theory, according to which 1 
Thessalonians was addressed to the Gentiles of the 
church and 2 Thessalonians was addressed to the 
Jewish Christians at Thessalonica.* This theory 
takes account of several features noted above re- 
garding the sense gained from each of the letters 
(at least by some scholars) about the primary audi- 
ence. Dibelius proposed that 1 Thessalonians was 
addressed to the small group of leaders of the 
church while 2 Thessalonians was for public read- 
ing; conversely, Ellis proposed that 2 Thessalonians 
was addressed to Paul’s coworkers in the city to 
deal with the problem of idleness induced by es- 
chatological thinking whereas 1 Thessalonians was 
addressed to the church as a whole. A number of 
problems with these solutions, however, make them 
seem unlikely to most scholars (besides the solu- 
tions’ being, in some instances, contradictory). The 
evidence of a divided church is slender according to 
internal and external evidence. In 1 Thess 2:13-16, 
the Judean church is held up to the Thessalonians 
as an example to be followed—unlikely if the letter 
is only addressing the Gentiles of the Thessalonian 
church. The similarities of the letters in so many 
regards, which are addressed to the same church 
and which both mention idleness, also argue against 
the kind of distinction that these theories require. 
The instruction of 1 Thess 5:27 that the letter be 
read aloud certainly argues against its being a pri- 
vate letter. 
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An idea first suggested in the nineteenth cen- 
tury and recently revived is that the material found 
in 1 and 2 Thessalonians is perhaps more than two 
letters. Therefore, a number of partition theories 
have been proposed. The most well known, by 
Schmithals, goes a long way toward providing a 
defense of Pauline authorship, taking note of sev- 
eral of the difficulties about the structure of 1 and 2 
Thessalonians. These include the apparent second 
major thanksgiving in 1 Thessalonians, closing at 
3:11. Schmithals proposed four letters—compiled 
into the canonical two letters—each epistle ending 
with a section introduced by “May the Lord/God” 
(2 Thess 3:16; 1 Thess 5:23; 2 Thess 2:16; 1 Thess 
3:11): Thessalonians A = 2 Thess 1:]-12; 3:6-16; 
Thessalonians B = 1 Thess 1:1—2:12; 4:2-5:28; 
Thessalonians C = 2 Thess 2:13-14; 2:1-12; 2:15-3:3 
(or 3:5); 3:17-18; and Thessalonians D = 1 Thess 
2:13-4:1. The unfortunate problem with this idea 
(and others like it), as creative and sensitive as it 
purports to be with handling the textual difficul- 
ties, is that there is no text-critical evidence that 
the letters were ever arranged in this way. There is 
no external evidence that the letters were ever cir- 
culated in anything other than the form in which 
they are found canonically. All of the textual 
changes must have been made before the writing of 
our extant NT manuscripts. This could have hap- 
pened, but it cannot be proven from the evidence 
that we have. This theory is also dependent upon 2 
Thessalonians being written before 1 Thessalonians, 
a theory that is far from proven (see below). The 
dilemma that haunts this and other partition theo- 
ries is that, on the one hand, it is asserted that 
Paul’s words were venerated in the early church 
and thus preserved, while, on the other hand, it 
must be admitted that sections of the original forms 
of these letters—such as the Pauline openings and 
closings, as well as possibly other major portions— 
were excised and lost. 

It has also been proposed that 2 Thessalonians 
was sent to another church in Macedonia—not the 
one at Thessalonica, which received 1 Thessalonians. 
The letters were sent at about the same time. Some 
of the suggestions for the original destination of 2 
Thessalonians include Beroea and Philippi, cities 
with which Paul had significant contact during his 
second missionary trip (Acts 16:12—-40; 17:10-15). 
Beroea is the city that he visited right after leav- 
ing Thessalonica in a hurry when jealous Jews 
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The interior of the western theater at Gerasa (Jerash, Jordan). © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


A colonnade at the Asklepion near the theater in Pergamum. © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


reportedly rioted. Philippi is the most significant 
city visited before Thessalonica; there Paul had a 
successful ministry, not even excluding his night in 
jail. This theory certainly can account for the two 
letters being written close together and using simi- 
lar language. It has difficulty, however, explaining 
the textual evidence—that there is no extant text 
of 2 Thessalonians bearing witness to a destina- 
tion other than Thessalonica. There are, further- 
more, the supposed significant differences in theol- 
ogy, especially regarding eschatology. If the theolo- 
gies are in conflict, it is unlikely that Paul was 
responsible for sending these letters with two differ- 
ent perspectives to these cities. 

Another explanation has not been as seri- 
ously considered as it probably should be—that 2 
Thessalonians departs from the standard Pauline 
letter because of coauthorship or the role of an 
amanuensis. According to this theory, 2 Thessa- 
lonians (or 1 Thessalonians) may have been com- 
posed by Timothy (who is mentioned in the open- 
ing salutation of six other Pauline Letters) or 
Silvanus (Silas). Reconstructing the exact circum- 
stances that would have warranted this involve- 
ment from a coworker or even an unnamed scribe 
is nearly impossible, other than what we know of 
the obvious impediments to Paul himself writing: 
the need to make a living, difficult physical circum- 
stances, or other commitments. Even if one or both 
of the cosenders or another person was involved, 
Paul’s name was clearly attached to it in 1:1 and 
3:17. This would be due to Paul's status in the 
Thessalonian community as its founding apostle 
and his active involvement in, and concern for, the 
church there, as illustrated by his first letter to it. 
This would warrant the second letter being called 
Pauline as well. Such a solution solves a number of 
problems, including the evident similarities of the 
letters and the shift in tone, but there are other 
problems it does not solve. For example, if the es- 
chatology is different between 1 and 2 Thessa- 
lonians, it is difficult to account for Paul’s putting 
his name to both letters. There is the further prob- 
lem of quantifying such a theory. Apart from the 
several names included in 2 Thess 1:1, there is no 
specific evidence for it. 

The most plausible explanation for those who 
dispute Pauline authorship of 2 Thessalonians is 
that the letter is pseudonymous—that is, that it 
was written some time later than 1 Thessalonians 
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by a sympathetic follower of Paul using his name. 
It has sometimes been asked whether a church 
that had received one genuine letter would be will- 
ing to accept a second letter not by the same author. 
This presumes, however, that the pseudonymous 
letter was sent to the Thessalonian church during 
the time when the recipients of the first letter were 
still alive. Especially in light of the contents of the 
first and the second letters, and the language of 2 
Thessalonians regarding the second coming of 
Christ, the evidence points away from such an au- 
dience. The theories on the circumstances of this 
composition vary; some propose that the letter was 
written around the turn of the first and second cen- 
turies to a church experiencing a problem similar 
to that of the original Thessalonian church, per- 
haps a problem made even more acute by the still 
delayed return of Christ.°° Why the author would 
have included a reference to Paul’s signature at 
3:17 can be answered in several ways—for instance, 
the literary convention of including realistic and 
evidentiary statements, not to deceive but to indi- 
cate the relationship of the letter to its apostolic 
precursor. 


3. Order of Composition of 1 and 2 
Thessalonians 


For those who believe that both epistles are suf- 
ficiently Pauline that they could have arrived in 
Thessalonica one soon after the other (any number 
of the proposals mentioned above could be compat- 
ible with this situation), there is still the question of 
which was sent first. The traditional view is that 
Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians first and then 2 Thessa- 
lonians soon afterwards, probably within the same 
year. Recently, this position has been questioned 
by a number of scholars (e.g., Wanamaker, in a re- 
cent English-language commentary on the Greek 
text).°” 

Arguments employed to establish that 2 Thessa- 
lonians preceded 1 Thessalonians and is therefore 
the earlier of the two follow, with brief responses. 
(1) The traditional order is apparently based upon 
length (e.g., + has the Pauline Letters arranged 
according to length), not chronological order, thus 
opening up at least the possibility that 2 Thessa- 
lonians was written first. But does this indicate 
that 2 Thessalonians should be first? The argument 
does not directly address that issue. (2) Second 
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Thessalonians 2:5 and 3:10 give reasons for a mis- 
understanding that Paul tries to solve, opening up 
the possibility that the more settled tone of 1 
Thessalonians indicates that the problem is now re- 
solved. This is a matter of judgment. These pas- 
sages may just as easily indicate Paul’s continuing 
frustration that the Thessalonians are still having 
difficulties despite his previous letter to them. (3) 
Some contend that the eschatology in 2 Thessa- 
lonians is more primitive and that 1 Thessalonians 
reflects Paul’s later realization that Christ would 
not return as soon as he had thought. It is debat- 
able that this is the way to read these two letters, 
since 2 Thess 2:7 talks of “the one who now re- 
strains” and 1 Thess 4:17 talks of “we who are 
alive.” (4) It has been argued that 2 Thessalonians 
indicates trials that are being endured or are still 
ahead (1:4, 5) while 1 Thessalonians says that trials 
are over (2:14). There are several responses to this. 
First, one should not overstress the temporal values 
of the verb tenses in an English translation, since 
Greek tenses are not time-bound. Second, it is diffi- 
cult to know the exact nature of the troubles in 
Thessalonica. Are there new troubles? Has Paul 
spoken with assurance to encourage the Thessa- 
lonians, even though they may be experiencing 
more troubles? This cannot be known. (5) Second 
Thessalonians 3:11-12 seems to speak of difficulties 
with idleness in the congregation as if this was a 
new development, but these difficulties seem famil- 
iar in 1 Thess 5:14. Similarly, it appears to some 
that 1 Thess 4:10-12 needs 2 Thess 3:6—15 to be un- 
derstood. But it could be argued in the opposite 
way that Paul’s more general statements in 1 
Thessalonians were not clear enough and needed 
fuller exposition in 2 Thessalonians for an abiding 
problem. (6) The same kind of logic appears in the 
argument that 1 Thess 5:1 is more understandable 
if 2 Thess 2:1-12 is already known to the church. 
By this reckoning, however, 1 Thess 5:2 should not 
be included; yet it is. (7) First Thessalonians 4:9 
and 5:1, with “now concerning,” seem to indicate 
the discussion of topics already broached, and it is 
posited that 2 Thess 3:6-15 and 2:1-12 may be these 
topics. But they may also have been topics brought 
to Paul by Timothy, who is introduced before the 
“now concerning” passages (1 Thess 3:6). (8) Sec- 
ond Thessalonians 3:17 contains a personal refer- 
ence to Paul's writing in his own hand; it is argued 
that such a statement is only important in a first 


letter. But if spurious Pauline letters had been sent 
to the church, as 2 Thess 2:2 suggests, there might 
well be the need for an authentic sample of hand- 
writing. In all, these reasons are not convincing to 
establish that 2 Thessalonians was written before 1 
Thessalonians, and the traditional order seems to 
be acceptable. 

Besides this lack of convincing arguments 
against the priority of 1 Thessalonians, there are 
several reasons in support of it: (1) the problems of 
1 Thessalonians seem to have deepened in 2 
Thessalonians, especially concerning eschatologi- 
cal expectation and the accompanying tendencies 
toward idleness; (2) 2 Thess 2:2, 15 and 3:17 appear 
to refer to a previous letter, possibly (and probably) 
1 Thessalonians; and (3) the personal references of 
1 Thess 2:17-3:6 seem to precede 2 Thessalonians, 
where there are no personal greetings. 


4, Occasion and Purpose 


The occasion and purpose of 2 Thessalonians 
are closely related to those of 1 Thessalonians (see 
sec. B.5, above). In light of the discussion above, 
that there is no convincing argument that 1 
Thessalonians follows 2 Thessalonians, we work 
from the hypothesis that 2 Thessalonians was writ- 
ten after 1 Thessalonians when Paul learned that 1 
Thessalonians had not been as effective as it might 
have been. It is possible that there had also arrived 
at the church in Thessalonica a false letter arguing 
that the coming of Christ had occurred (2 Thess 
2:2). If the church at Thessalonica had misunder- 
standings regarding the second coming, they may 
simply have been increased by its own thinking on 
the matter. In any case, Paul attempts to clarify the 
signs of the coming of Christ by specifying a num- 
ber of events that indicate this has not occurred: 
since the apostasy or rebellion (2 Thess 2:3) and the 
coming of the man of lawlessness (2 Thess 2:3) 
have not yet happened, because they have been re- 
strained (2 Thess 2:7), the day of the Lord has not 
yet come. Because of this misunderstanding about 
the impending coming of the Lord, it appears that 
some in the congregation may have given up work. 
Paul reprimands them (2 Thess 3:6, 11-12) with the 
admonition that they should not be idle but should 
earn the bread that they eat, rather than depend 
upon others to support them. 


5. Outline of 2 Thessalonians 


A. Opening (1:1-2) 
1. Sender (1:1) 
2. Addressee (1:1) 
3. Greeting (1:2) 
B. Thanksgiving (1:3-12) 
1. The Thessalonians’ faith (1:3—4) 
2. God to judge their afflictors (1:5-10) 
3. Intercession formula (1:11-12) 
C. Body: The Parousia (2:1-12) 
1. The topic: The Parousia and being 
gathered to him (2:1) 
2. Words of comfort (2:2-4) 
3. Signs to be seen (2:5-7) 
4. Christ’s triumph (2:8-12) 
D. Parenesis (2:13-3:15) 
l. Thanksgiving for the Thessalonians 
(2:13-15) 
2. Doxology (2:16—17) 
3. Paul’s request for prayer (3:1-5) 
4. Paul’s instructions to follow his 
example (3:6-15) 
E. Closing (3:16-18) 
1. Doxology (3:16) 
2. Personal signature (3:17) 
3. Benediction (3:18) 


D. 1 Corinthians 
1. Authorship 


Kiimmel says that “the genuineness of I Cor is 
not disputed.” First Corinthians constituted one 
of Baur’s pillar epistles, and its authorship contin- 
ues to be undisputed among scholars, although 
some seriously question elements of its integrity. 


2. The City of Corinth 


Corinth has been described by Fee as “the New 
York, Los Angeles and Las Vegas of the ancient 
world.”°? By this he probably means that it was a 
financial and commercial center, a city full of the 
upwardly mobile, and a center of religion and en- 
tertainment, much of it far from virtuous. This 
opinion can be substantiated from what is known 
of the city from the ancient records (esp. Strabo, 
Geog. 8.6.20-23 and Pausanias, Description of Greece, 
book 2).°° The potential is great for overstatement 
about the city, however, since some of the records 
used to characterize Corinth probably refer to the 
time before 146 B.C. rather than Greco-Roman times. 
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Corinth was located at the land bridge between 
the Greek mainland and the Peloponnese. Because 
boats could be taken from one side of the land 
bridge to the other, it had two harbors, Cenchreae 
on the east and Lechaeum on the west. Thus, it 
was strategically located to become a center of 
trade and travel, and hence commerce of all sorts. 


The cardo of ancient Corinth. Acrocorinth (“hill” or 

“mountain” of Corinth) is in the background, which 

supposedly had a Greek temple of Aphrodite on top. 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


The ancient city of Corinth flourished in classi- 
cal times until it was destroyed in 146 B.c. after 
joining with other cities of the area against the 
growing power of Rome. The city was rebuilt in 44 
B.C. by Julius Caesar as a Roman colony, however, 
and then became capital of the Roman senatorial 
province of Achaia, so that those citizens living 
there enjoyed the rights of citizens as if they lived 
in Rome. Since Corinth was partly populated by 
freedmen, it tended toward a lower economic level, 
at least in the early Roman days. Because of its lo- 
cation, there was an influx of people—both the 
wealthy and those who wished to be wealthy— 
who were involved in various forms of commerce 
and trading, and this development increased the 
city’s material prosperity. By the time of the NT, 
however, many of these people, together with oth- 
ers attracted to the opportunities that it created, 
had attained significant wealth, so that a patron- 
age or benefaction system seems to have been firmly 
in place. As a result, Corinth was arguably the 
most important city in the province of Achaia. The 
church probably reflected the mix of socioeconomic 
levels within the city, which perhaps led to many of 
the difficulties within the church, such as disputes 
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The ruins of the spring of Peirene at Corinth, dating to the Roman imperial period and elaborately 
developed as a bath in the second century A.D. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


over communion meals.®! It has even been posited 
that the Erastus of Rom 16:23, who is said to be 
“the city treasurer,” may be the Erastus who is 
mentioned in a first-century Corinthian inscription 
as responsible for laying a pavement.°? Although 
the identification of Erastus cannot be established, 
his title of city treasurer indicates that at least one 
person of high social standing was a member of the 
Corinthian church. 

In natural resources, Corinth enjoyed many 
advantages. Because of its location, the city not 
only had the benefit of trade and travel by sea to- 
wards the east and the west; it also stood at the in- 
tersection of land travel between the Peloponnese 
and the Greek mainland. The city had an adequate 
water supply and natural defenses from Acrocorinth, 
a mountain of 1,857 feet overlooking a hill upon 
which was built a temple to the goddess Aphrodite. 
The city was the host to the Isthmian Games, an 
athletic competition comparable to the rival Olympian 
Games. In light of Paul’s use of athletic imagery 


(e.g., | Cor 9:24—27; Phil 3:12-16), it is possible that 
Paul may have even been in the city when the 
games were going on. The structure of the sur- 
rounding area also lent itself to the natural acous- 
tics of a large amphitheater. This was appropriate 


The Doric Temple of Apollo at Corinth. 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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for a city of perhaps a hundred thousand, the esti- 
mated population of Corinth. 

There is widespread disagreement about what 
kinds of religious practices can be substantiated in 
Corinth during the Roman period. What is known 
is that the population included a mix of races and, 
with it, a mix of religions, virtually all of them 
pagan (except for the Jews and then later the Chris- 
tians, as noted below). The temple of Aphrodite 
was only one of several religious institutions, for 
there were other temples as well; Pausanias de- 
scribes twenty-six religious sites.°* Aphrodite was 
the Greek goddess of love and life, and according to 
Strabo (Geog. 8.6.20), the temple had a thousand 
cult prostitutes. This information is highly ques- 
tionable in light of recent archaeological discover- 
ies from Corinth, which indicate that Strabo was 
either exaggerating or referring to pre-146 B.C. 
practices. There is no substantive evidence of cult 
prostitution during this time in Greece. Associ- 
ated with the reputation, if not the reality, of Corin- 
thian religious and sexual life was its contribution 
to literary “culture.” The verb “to Corinthize” 
(koptvOrdCeo8at, korinthiazesthai) was used by 
Aristophanes to mean “to fornicate” (frg. 354). 
Plays by Philetaerus and Poliochus were entitled 
The Whoremonger (Koptv@vaots, Korinthiastés) 
(Athenaeus, Deipn. 7.313C, 13.559A), and a “Corin- 
thian girl” (KoptvOta Kdpn, Korinthia koré) was a 
prostitute (Plato, Rep. 404d). To be fair, reference 
was also made to “Corinthian style or workman- 
ship,” which referred to artistic (e.g., the Corin- 
thian capitals on columns, with their ornate decora- 
tion) and literary accomplishments in Corinth. De- 
spite exaggeration regarding religious practices in 
Corinth, we do know that the trade in idol meat 
was large and was responsible for the vast amount 
of meat available for sale. This meat was offered in 
idol sacrifice and then sold by the priests. 

There was a Jewish population in Corinth, at- 
tested by the remains of the lintel of a synagogue 
with an inscription.” The Jewish presence would 
be natural in such an accessible center, although 
Pausanias does not refer to the synagogue. Al- 
though all of the legal issues are not clear, it is pos- 
sible that the Jews in Corinth had certain protected 
rights, including the right to assemble, permission 
to send the temple tax to Jerusalem, and exemption 
from certain kinds of activities on the Sabbath. Ac- 


cording to Acts 18:4, Paul reasoned with the Jews 
every Sabbath in the synagogue. 

The Roman proconsul would have held legal 
hearings in the city, since it became the capital of 
Achaia in 27 B.C. Since the territories that they 
governed were often quite large (e.g., Galatia), the 
Roman proconsuls often made regular tours of 
their territory to hear cases and render judicial ver- 
dicts, as this was their main function. Gallio, ac- 
cording to what can be made of the Gallio inscrip- 
tion (see ch. 9. sec. 3, above), was proconsul in A.D, 
51/52, and it was before him that Paul appeared 
(Acts 18:12-17). Gallio was probably hearing cases 
at this time, and according to Acts he considered 
the charges made against Paul to be a matter of 
Jewish law, not one that concerned him. 


3. The Corinthian Situation 


A number of difficulties concerning the Corin- 
thian situation revolve around such issues as how 
many letters Paul sent to the Corinthian church 
and how many of these we have in our NT, either 
in whole or in part. In other words, what is the re- 
lationship between the composition of the letters 
that we do have, 1 and 2 Corinthians, and the origi- 
nal letters that were sent to the Corinthians? How 
do the record of Acts and what is said in 1 and 2 
Corinthians help to establish Paul’s travel itinerary? 
These are difficult questions that have important 
implications for reading 1 and-2 Corinthians, so an 
attempt at reconstructing the surrounding events must 
be made. The following is one possible scenario. 


a. Paul’s planting of a church on his second mis- 
sionary journey, autumn A.D. 50-spring A.D. 52 (Acts 
18:1-18). Paul stayed in Corinth for a year and a 
half on this occasion, including his appearance be- 
fore the proconsul Gallio, who dismissed the charges 
against him. Gallio probably either directly or through 
his verdict helped to guarantee Paul’s safety in Cor- 
inth (1 Cor 3:6; 2 Cor 1:19). Paul began his ministry 
there by preaching in the synagogue. When there 
was resistance, he went to the house of Titius 
Justus. Upon leaving Corinth, Paul finished his sec- 
ond missionary journey by returning to Antioch by 
way of Ephesus, Caesarea, and Jerusalem. During 
his time in Corinth, he probably composed at least 
1 Thessalonians, and 2 Thessalonians as well if it is 
considered authentically Pauline. 


b. Paul's stay at Ephesus (Acts 19:1-41). In the 
earlier part of his third missionary journey, some- 
time during spring A.D. 53~summer A.D. 55, Paul 
sent his first letter to the Corinthian church from 
Ephesus after “Chloe’s people” informed him of 
problems in the church (1 Cor 1:11). Some scholars 
still think that 2 Cor 6:14-7:1 is part of the lost let- 
ter. Recent work, however, has plausibly shown 
that this is probably not the lost letter (see sec. E, 
below). At nearly the same time, Paul apparently 
received a letter from the church asking for advice 
on a number of issues (see 1 Cor 5:1; 7:1). To this 
letter, Paul responded with 1 Corinthians, possibly 
delivered by Titus (2 Cor 12:18), who then returned 
to Paul (if Titus carried the “severe letter,” dis- 
cussed below, he probably did not deliver 1 Corin- 
thians). Timothy was then sent on a special mis- 
sion to Corinth (1 Cor 4:17; 16:10), where he discov- 
ered that there was a crisis, which included attacks 
being made on Paul’s authority (2 Cor 2:5-11; 
7:8-12). Timothy was unable to deal with the crisis 
and returned to Ephesus to tell Paul. Paul, upon 
hearing of these difficulties, visited Corinth briefly 
to deal with these issues in person, but he was re- 
buffed. This is later referred to by Paul as the “pain- 
ful visit” (2 Cor 2:1; 12:14; 13:1, 2), which is not 
recorded in Acts. After his visit, Paul sent a power- 
ful letter in response, probably carried by Titus, to 
deal with this crisis concerning his apostleship. 
This letter is referred to as the “tearful” or “severe” 
letter (2 Cor 2:4; 7:8-12). Some scholars have main- 
tained that 2 Cor 10-13 is a part of this letter. The 
reasoning for this is based on, among other things, 
the use of the verb tenses in the differenct sections. 
For example, there are some pairs of verbs where 
the so-called present tense is found in 2 Cor 10-13 
but a so-called past tense is found in 2 Cor ]-9, 
with the implication (at least in some scholars’ 
minds) that the events described in the past tense 
occurred before those in the present tense (see 10:6 
and 2:9; 13:2 and 1:23; 13:10 and 2:3). Unfortu- 
nately for this theory, as we have seen several 
times already, since the verb tenses in Greek do not 
refer primarily to time, they will not sustain such 
an argument. For this and other reasons, most 
scholars probably would claim that this third letter 
to the Corinthians is now lost.”° 


c. Macedonia and Philippi (Acts 20:1-2). After 
writing this third letter to the Corinthians, Paul left 
Ephesus and went toward Macedonia (1 Cor 16:5—-9). 


Chapter 10 / The Pauline Letters 433 


He was delayed along the way by a visit to Troas, 
where he waited for Titus but could not find him 
(2 Cor 2:12-13). He went on to Macedonia, where 
he met Titus, who said that the worst of the crisis 
in Corinth was over (2 Cor 7:6—-16). Second Corin- 
thians was written from Macedonia and sent by 
means of Titus and other “brothers” (2 Cor 9:3, 5); 
some think that 2 Cor 10-13 may have been sent 
separately from the rest of the letter—probably 
later if they were separate.’+ The relation of 2 Cor 
10-13 to the rest of the letter, especially in terms of 
a perceived shift in tone, is discussed in the next 
section, on 2 Corinthians. 


d. Corinth (Acts 20:3). Paul traveled on to Cor- 
inth, from which, within a year, he wrote the Letter 
to the Romans, apparently without any difficulties 
in Corinth. This indicates the likelihood that the 
Corinthian crisis was resolved in Paul’s favor. 

The following chart lays out what has been 
said above. 


Events Letters 


Paul founds Corinthian 
church 


Paul stays at Ephesus 


First Letter to Corinth 
(2 Cor 6:14-7:1?) 


Paul responds to informa- 
tion from Corinth 

Paul receives a letter from | 1 Corinthians 
Corinth 


Third Letter to Corinth, so- 
called tearful or severe letter 
(2 Cor 10-13?) 


Timothy visits Corinth 
Paul's “painful visit” to 
Corinth 


Paul goes to Macedonia 


Titus reports that the crisis 
is over 


2 Corinthians 


4, Textual Integrity of 1 Corinthians 


The vast majority of scholars accept that 1 Co- 
rinthians is virtually intact; nevertheless, there are 
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two textual issues to discuss. The first is the hy- 
pothesis of, for example, Hurd and Trobisch that 1 
Corinthians is a composite document of various 
smaller Pauline units; the second issue is that there 
are a number of passages that may not be part of 
the original letter. 

The major reason for the past speculation re- 
garding the textual integrity of 1 Corinthians was 
the perception of differences in tone between pas- 
sages that are restrictive in nature and those that 
are more lenient. Thus, passages such as 1 Cor 
10:1-22 on food offered to idols, 6:12-20 on the 
avoidance of immorality, and 11:2-34 on the veil- 
ing of women and on conduct of the Lord’s Supper 
were all placed together as taking a more restric- 


The Corinth Canal, begun by Nero in the first 
century but completed only in the late nineteenth 
century. In antiquity, small ships and cargo were 
dragged across the isthmus on the Diolkos, a paved 

slipway, between the Gulf of Corinth and the Saronic 
Gulf to save time and avoid the rough waters around 
the southern end of the Peloponnese. 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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The bema seat at Corinth. The Apostle Paul stood 
here before Gallio, the proconsul of Achaia (Acts 
18:12-17). Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


tive tone than other passages in 1 Corinthians. 
These passages, together with 2 Cor 6:14~7:1 and 
sometimes ] Cor 9:24—27, were thought by some to 
constitute Paul's first letter to the Corinthians. The 
remainder of 1 Corinthians, except chs. 1-4, was 
thought to be a second letter, and chs. 1-4 were 
often suggested to be the third letter, the second 
and third letters being sent on separate occasions, 
though close in time. As Hurd states, however, 
“Most scholars and the present writer, while rec- 
ognizing the above points, do not believe that this 
evidence is strong enough to support the burden of 
proof which this kind of theory must always bear. We 
Scholars of previous generations often spent time 
discussing these hypotheses, but they do not merit 
significant discussion in recent commentaries. The 
general thought is that tensions between these var- 
ious passages, such as between ch. 8 and ch. 10 on 
food offered to idols, can be resolved when the 
character of the letter as responding to a number of 
problems in the church is considered.”> Recent 
work on the structure of the letter has shown that 
patterns of argumentation may well account for 
the shape of the letter as we have it.” 

The second issue concerns a few select passages 
that are often thought to be non-Pauline interpola- 
tions. The first is 1 Cor 1:2, where not only the 
church of God in Corinth is addressed but “all those 
who in every place call on the name of our lord 
Jesus Christ.” The argument is that this is too in- 
clusive a statement for a letter addressed to a series 
of specific problems in the church at Corinth. But 
in light of how Paul saw himself as apostle to the 
Gentiles and not simply as apostle to the Corinthians, 
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A view of the Diolkos. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


together with the problems in the Corinthian 
church, which may well have stemmed from the 
self-conceit of some Corinthians as categorically 
superior to others because they followed certain 
individuals, the opening of the letter is not inap- 
propriate at all. Indeed, one might argue that 
this is just the kind of opening needed for a letter 
to a church with such problems. In this sense, 
Paul may have intended for this letter, like Col- 
ossians, to be read widely, and the introduction 
would have included that possibility. Also, there is 
no substantive textual evidence for the exclusion of 
this verse.”° 

The second textual problem is at 1 Cor 14:33b-—35. 
Fee summarizes the position for those who believe 
that these verses are non-Pauline: “Although these 
two verses are found in all known manuscripts, ei- 
ther here or at the end of the chapter, the two text- 
critical criteria of transcriptional and intrinsic 
probability combine to cast considerable doubt on 
their authenticity.””° It is ironic that Fee dismisses 


Ruins of Cenchreae, the harbor of Corinth (Acts 
18:18; Rom 16:1-2). Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


Conzelmann’s desire to include vv. 33b and 36 as 
Pauline by stating that there is “no textual war- 
rant” for this theory when, as he admits, there is 
no textual warrant for his position either. The most 
that is at issue is whether the verses belong at their 
traditional place or after v. 40 (see UBS? for the op- 
tions), not whether they should be excised. 


5. Occasion and Purpose 


There has been debate recently regarding the 
dispute in Corinth that brought forth the series of 
correspondence. The traditional view has been 
fairly well established over the years, but recent 
work by Fee has called this into question. Both 
views will be briefly discussed. 


a. Disunity. The traditional view of the issue at 
Corinth has been that it was about unity and dis- 
unity. There are indications that the church was 
divided, possibly into a variety of factions, with 
various controversial issues or practices that war- 
ranted a series of comments from the apostle. 

(1) Inquiries about Issues. It is clear that 1 Co- 
rinthians was not the first letter that Paul wrote to 
the church at Corinth (1 Cor 5:9). Since the first let- 
ter, Paul had apparently received two forms of 
communication from the church. Members of Chloe’s 
household (1:11) had orally communicated to him, 
apparently about various quarrels and divisions 
within the church (1:10-17). He had also received 
written communication (7:1; probably 5:1), likely 
carried by Stephanas, Fortunatus, and Achaicus 
(16:16), about specific issues in the church that had 
divided it into various factions. 


Many scholars begin their analysis of the major 
problems in the church with 7:1, but 5:1 is probably 
a better place. At this point, as the outline below 
indicates, Paul turns from the brief body of his let- 
ter, regarding the issue of unity in the church, to a 
lengthy parenetic section in which he deals specifi- 
cally with issues in the Corinthian church. He treats 
them in serial fashion, usually giving an indication 
that he is switching topics by use of the phrase 
mept Sé, peri de (7:1, 25; 8:1; 12:1; 16:1), but this is 
not the only connective that he uses.” The follow- 
ing issues appear to be important. First, there seem 
to have been some sexual problems. The church 
had tolerated a Christian man immorally engaged 
with his stepmother (5:1-13). The rationale for the 
church’s tolerant behavior is not stated, but it ap- 
pears that it reflected either accommodation to the 
surrounding sexual ethics of the city or a view of 
the body that made self-indulgence tolerable be- 
cause it was thought to have no consequences 
(perhaps similar to later gnostic ideas). There were 
also problems related to prostitutes (6:12—-20). Some 
in the Corinthian church were apparently using 
Christian freedom as freedom to indulge their sex- 
ual appetites. The reason for this behavior also is 
not stated. Paul rejects such encounters on the 
basis that, unlike other sins, they constitute a sin 
against one’s own body. A third dimension of the 
sexual difficulties at Corinth seems to have been 
problems with asceticism (7:1, 28).’8 Paul takes the 
occasion to address the issue of marriage in a Chris- 
tian context. He is apparently directly responding 
to some within the Corinthian church who consid- 
ered marriage to be sinful. In light of Paul’s escha- 
tology of imminence (7:29-31), he may agree that 
staying in one’s present condition of singleness is 
preferable (7:24), but he does not take an ascetic’s 
position. 

A second major set of difficulties seems to have 
concerned pagan practices, especially food offered 
to idols. Only a small portion of an animal used in 
pagan sacrifice was burned, with the remaining 
amount usually being sold. This was the largest 
and cheapest supply of fresh meat for people to pur- 
chase. The majority of those who could afford such 
meat were of some financial wealth, indicating that 
the church included a range of people from various 
social and economic strata.’? There seems to have 
been a controversy within the church between those 
who were scrupulous in not eating food that may 
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have been offered to idols and those who held no 
scruple at eating this meat in places where it was 
known to be served (8:10; 10:27-28). Paul must 
tread a fine line between the argument that the 
pagan gods do not exist and the fact that there was 
in his mind an evil spirit world, and he must con- 
sider the believers who might stumble by seeing 
such behavior. This kind of contact with the insti- 
tutions of the surrounding culture may also have 
accounted for Corinthian Christians’ engagement 
in court cases with each other (6:1-11). Paul dis- 
misses such involvement by saying that the church 
should appoint the lowliest of its members to judge 
these cases. The same kind of social division ap- 
pears to have crept into the celebration of the 
Lord’s Supper, where the wealthier members were 
taking advantage of the situation by turning what 
should have been a communal meal into an occa- 
sion for gluttony, so that the poorer members were 
not able to participate in the eating (11:17-34). 
Paul makes abuse of the ceremony a very serious 
matter: sinning against the body and blood of the 
Lord. 

There also appears to have been some difficulty 
within the church about practices of worship, since 
there was a general spirit of disorder. For instance, 


The theater (4th cent. B.C., expanded in the 2d cent. 
B.C.) at Epidaurus seats 14,000 persons and is one 
of the best-preserved theaters of antiquity. It is 
located near the site of an Asclepion where thousands 
of persons came for healing. As a part of the 
treatment, theatrical performances were believed to 
purge or cleanse the spectators. Smaller theaters have 
been found at Pergamum and at Corinth, both of 
which also were centers of healing in antiquity. 
Asclepia were located all over the Greco-Roman 
world, including two found in Jerusalem. 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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apparently a number of women were particularly 
vocal during the service, and undue emphasis was 
put on the charismatic gifts, in particular speaking 
in divine or heavenly languages. Paul tells the 
women that they should show appropriate respect, 
including asking their husbands at home if they 
have questions about what is said in the service. 
And comparing the use of tongues with prophecy 
(1 Cor 12, 14), Paul makes a general plea for order. 

The last matter of concern for Paul is the issue 
of the resurrection (ch. 15). It has been debated 
whether the Corinthian church held to a view that 
the resurrection of Christ had not occurred or 
whether it was experiencing a dispute over whether 
there would be a resurrection of believers, espe- 
cially if some of the members believed that they had 
already entered the close of the age (the eschaton). In 
any case, Paul reestablishes the importance of 
Christ's resurrection as the guarantee of a future 
human resurrection, but as part of a larger scheme 
of Christ vanquishing death and ruling the world. 

The question that emerges from this brief dis- 
cussion of the various problems in the Corinthian 
church is, What may have provided the basis for 
this kind of tension within the community? In 
other words, what best accounts for the disunity 
within the community? The views have been many 
and varied.®° In his classic essay, Baur expressed 
his belief that Paul’s opponents were representa- 
tives of Jewish Christianity, the Petrine wing of the 
church.®! This was based upon Baur’s idea of a 
fundamental clash between Jewish and Gentile sec- 
tions of the church in its earliest days. What evi- 
dence there is for a Petrine opposition in Corinth is 
being explored by Goulder, who shows that what 
many have thought are random comments in the 
letter can be read as part of a structured opposition 
to a Petrine legalistic position (see 3:4—5, 22; 4:6).°2 
There apparently was contact between the Corin- 
thian church and Jerusalem (1:12; 3:22), but there 
does not seem to be an indication, at least in 1 Co- 
rinthians (cf. 2 Corinthians below), that the opposi- 
tion is seen as coming from outside.®? 

(2) Gnostics. A second hypothesis, one that has 
tended to dominate discussion of 1 Corinthians, is 
that there were Jewish-Christian gnostics in the 
church.*# Reflecting the kind of dualism that typi- 
fies gnostic thought, they disparaged the earthly 
and the fleshly and elevated esoteric knowledge 
(see references to “knowledge” in 1:18-2:16; 3:18—23) 


and the spiritual realm. The result may well have 
been overindulgence (see, e.g., 5:1-6:20; 11:17-34). 
These Jewish-Christian gnostics were concerned to 
mediate the otherworldly to this world, but it raised 
some direct questions regarding their Christology, 
seen most clearly in Paul’s response in ch. 15. If 
Christ was God, how could he also be a man? Their 
position would have tended toward what became 
known as a docetic view, in which Christ’s human- 
ness would have been merely an appearance of 
being human. 

Responses to the gnostic hypothesis have been 
several. One is the recognition that there is a differ- 
ence between proto-gnostic tendencies and full-blown 
Gnosticism as it emerged in the second and third 
century with its myth of the heavenly redeemer, 
full of all sorts of emanations and manifestations. 
The most that can be argued is that there were at 
Corinth some proto-gnostic tendencies in which 
heavenly knowledge had an exalted place over the 
earthly, but none of the gnostic Christology or 
worldview.®° A second response to the gnostic hy- 
pothesis is that often what is cited as gnostic may 
reveal other influences, such as Jewish wisdom 
thought, rather than Gnosticism. *° 

(3) Overrealized Eschatology. A somewhat re- 
lated view is that the major problems at Corinth 
stemmed from an overrealized eschatology.*” All 
the practices that those in the church were en- 
gaged in, such as baptism and the Lord’s Supper, 
seem to have had, in the minds of the Corinthians, 
a mystical or magical element to them. Those prac- 
ticing them thought quite highly of their spiritual 
status and depreciated earthly things; they thought 
of themselves as already having entered the eschaton, 
and lived accordingly. This kind of thinking may 
well have derived from some form of Hellenistic 
thought, including wisdom speculation. Many have 
thought that Hellenistic Judaism was responsible 
for these influences, but the focus must be on Helle- 
nistic thought in general, of which Jewish thought 
was a component. The emphasis was upon general 
exaltation of esoteric knowledge, perhaps in con- 
junction with the kind of rhetorical teaching that 
was part of the Hellenistic Second Sophistic, a philo- 
sophical movement influenced by Platonic thought. 
Besides the criticisms raised above regarding pos- 
sible gnostic influences, it is questionable that the 
Corinthian church was so influenced by the nor- 
mal categories of rhetoric associated with the Sec- 


An excavated site at Khirbat Qumran near the northwestern shore of the Dead Sea. The Dead Sea Scrolls were mostly found adjacent to this site. 
© Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 
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ond Sophistic that one can claim that this was the 
background to the movement.*? It is also precari- 
ous to try to create a divide between Hellenistic Ju- 
daism and Hellenism, since Judaism was thoroughly 
immersed in Hellenistic culture and thought. 

(4) Divisive Groups. Others have argued that 
there was a wide variety of divisive groups in the 
Corinthian church, none of which was preeminent, 
even though some may have thought of them- 
selves as such. For example, some were libertines 
(5:1-13; 6:12-20) who had misunderstood Christian 
freedom to have no concern for propriety or the 
thoughts of those Christians who may not have 
had the same view of Christian freedom; for them it 
became an excuse for excessive indulgence. Others 
were ascetics, who had opted for the opposite ap- 
proach to Christian behavior, a very rigid one in 
which Christians were forbidden from engaging in 
such activities as marriage, because it was viewed 
_ as sinful (7:1-28). Still others were ecstatics who 
were allowing spiritual experience to lead to disor- 
derly behavior in the church (ch. 14). Some of 
these may have had a realized eschatology, in 
which they thought that they had already attained 
the eschaton and that this justified their behavior. 
Each of these groups may have been associated 
with a particular individual or recognizable group 
in Corinth, or there may also have been, besides 
the groups named above, a number of people who 
sided with various individuals, including the Paul 
group, the Apollos group, the Cephas group, and 
the Christ group (1:12). 


b. Paul’s Apostolic Authority. The characteriza- 
tions of the opponents tend to emphasize the inter- 
nal struggles within the Corinthian church, but 
Fee has argued that the major problem at Corinth 
was between the church and its founder, Paul.” 
The crisis seems to have been over Paul’s authority 
and the nature of the gospel. In 1 Cor 9:1-14, Paul 
engages in a rigorous defense of himself, rejecting 
the Corinthians’ judgment of him and any per- 
ceived vacillation on his part. In response to their 
letter to him, in which they took exception to sev- 
eral of his positions in his previous letter (5:9), Paul 
reasserts his authority (3:5-9; 4:1-5). Paul corrects 
the Corinthians as a whole church—hence his use 
of the second person—in three crucial passages 
(1:10-12; 3:4—5; 11:18-19). Contrary to most recon- 
structions of the situation, Fee thinks that there is 
no evidence of outside opposition having come into 


the church (so “opponents” may even be the 
wrong term); he believes instead that the problem 
stems from anti-Pauline sentiment in the church, 
probably started by a few who had eventually in- 
fected the whole church. These people considered 
themselves wise and thought that Paul’s preaching 
was “milk” compared to their mature teaching (2:8; 
3:1). His behavior was seen to be weak or vacillat- 
ing on such issues as food offered to idols (8:1-11:1). 
When Paul emphasized that he was writing on 
spiritual things (14:37), it was in response to people 
who thought of themselves as “spiritual” and did 
not so consider Paul, since they had experiences to 
back their claims (chs. 12-14). Their spiritual en- 
dowment was related to their knowledge and wis- 
dom (chs. 1-4, 8-10). In fact, they went further, 
contending that they were already experiencing 
the Spirit in full measure; their number probably 
included some eschatologically inclined women who 
thought they had entered the new age (chs. 7, 11), 
contrary to the weak Paul, who had not. 


provides a unified depiction of the problem and 
rightly focuses upon the apostle Paul and his de- 
fense of his apostleship (9:1-14); it has not, how- 
ever, garnered support from many scholars. The 
predominant position seems to be one that sees 
Paul responding to thinking in the Corinthian 
church that originates with influences from the 
surrounding Hellenistic world. 


Fee’s position is to be commended, in that it 


6. Outline of 1 Corinthians”? 


A. Opening (1:1-3) 
1. Senders (1:1) 
2. Addressee (1:2) 
3. Greeting (1:3) 
B. Thanksgiving (1:49) 
C. Body: Church unity (1:10-4:21) 
1. The problem of disunity (1:10-17) 
2. The gospel contradicts human wisdom 
(1:18-2:5) 
3. God’s wisdom comes by the Spirit 
(2:6-16) 
4. Divisiveness (3:1-23) 
5. Paul as Christ’s servant (4:1-21) 
D. Parenesis (5:1—16:12) 
1. Questions of morality (5:1-6:20) 
2. Questions of marriage (7:1-40) 
3. Questions of food sacrificed to idols 
(8:1-11:1) 


4. Questions of worship (11:2-34) 
5. Questions of spiritual gifts (12:1-14:40) 
6. Questions of the resurrection (15:1—58) 
7. The collection (16:1—12) 
E. Closing (16:13-24) 
1. Greetings (16:19-21) 
2. Paul’s signature (16:21) 
3. Curse on unbelievers (16:22) 
4. Benediction (16:23) 


E. 2 Corinthians 
1, Authorship 


As with 1 Corinthians, Kiimmel states, 
authenticity of II Cor as a whole is uncontested. 
Nevertheless, as we have seen, there is ongoing dis- 
cussion of whether the entire book was written at 
the same time. It is probably accurate to say that 
although there are a number of strong advocates of 
a unified 2 Corinthians, the majority of scholars 
would argue that 2 Corinthians is in some sense a 
composite letter. In any case, the essential Pauline 
authenticity of the letter is not disputed. 


2. Unity of 2 Corinthians 


The question of the unity of 2 Corinthians re- 
volves around several significant passages.”* They 
are not all equally disputed; nevertheless, they 
merit discussion, since many of the issues that they 
raise are among those recurring most often in dis- 
cussions about the nature and shape of the Pauline 
Letters. 


a. 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1. The problems regard- 
ing this short passage in the body of the letter are 
three: (1) many see an abrupt change in tone from 
6:13 to 6:14; (2) 6:13 seems to be a suitable intro- 
duction to 7:2, and when 6:14-7:1 is removed, the 
flow of the letter’s argument is improved; and (3) 
the subject matter and style are seen to be inconsis- 
tent with the rest of the Corinthian correspon- 
dence.» For example, 1 Cor 5:9 says that one is “not 
to associate with sexually immoral people,” but 2 
Cor 6:14~7:1, according to some interpreters, deals 
with the relations of believers and unbelievers; and 
2 Corinthians is described as a letter of reconcilia- 
tion (see esp. 5:18-21), but 6:14~7:1 seems to argue 
for exclusivism. Several major solutions have been 
proposed for these difficulties. 


Chapter 10 / The Pauline Letters 441 


(1) Interpolation hypothesis. The first solution 
offered is that this small section is part of the first 
letter to the Corinthians (now lost), interpolated 
into 2 Corinthians. It is possible, according to this 
view, that Paul’s strong language of 2 Cor 6:14—7:1 
favoring dissociation from the pagan world, sent as 
part of his first letter to the Corinthians, was mis- 
understood and interpreted to mean that there should 
be absolutely no contact whatsoever. Perhaps 1 
Cor 5:10-11 then shows Paul clarifying his original 
statement, hence his correction that believers are 
“not to associate with sexually immoral people.” 

This interpolation theory raises several ques- 
tions, however. First, some have responded that 
the shift in tone from 2 Cor 6:13 to 6:14 is not as se- 
vere as others have postulated, especially if the lan- 
guage is seen in terms of establishing degrees of 
exclusivism and association. For example, in 6:1-13, 
Paul makes common cause with the Corinthians as 
fellow workers and says that there is nothing he 
has done to discredit the ministry. After recounting 
a number of trials and triumphs, he repeats that as 
he has been open to the Corinthians in all his affec- 
tion, they, too, are to be open and generous in 
theirs. In 6:14~-7:1, however, Paul addresses the re- 
lations of Christians and non-Christians, stating 
that they should not be mismatched—the Greek 
word is a term for unevenly yoking animals to pull 
a plow. Paul supports this by several quotations of 
the OT (Lev 26:12; Isa 52:11; 2 Sam 7:14; Hos 1:10), 
all of which support the idea that God’s people are 
separate from everything incompatible with his ho- 
liness. Second, composition over a space of time 
might well account for the shift in tone, even if 
gradual. Third, why would part of the lost first let- 
ter have been inserted at this place in 2 Corinthi- 
ans, the fourth letter? Other places would have 
been just as likely, and there is apparently no evi- 
dence in the textual tradition of its absence in the 
earliest extant manuscripts. Many scholars at one 
time held that this passage was a fragment of the 
first letter, but this view is not widely held today. 

(2) Qumran fragment. The second major solu- 
tion proposed is that a non-Pauline fragment from 
Qumran was placed here. The reasons for this are 
several: (1) nine terms are found in this passage 
that are found nowhere else in Paul;” (2) the ex- 
treme exclusiveness is out of character for Paul; (3) 
there are similarities of thought with the Qumran 
community, such as its dualism and emphasis 
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upon the temple; and (4) the words “flesh” and 
“spirit” are used in a non-Pauline way. These rea- 
sons have indicated to some that 6:14—7:1 is non- 
Pauline and that the fragment may well have come 
from a group that reflected such exclusivity and 
emphasis upon the temple, that is, the Qumran 
covenanters. 

In response to this suggestion, however, it has 
been pointed out that an argument based upon 
hapax legomena (terms used in a given author or 
book only one time) is not precise, especially here, 
since many of the terms found in this “fragment” 
have cognates in Paul’s letters (e.g., wetoxn [metoche] 
is not found elsewhere in Paul but petéxw [metechd], 
the verb for “share,” is). Furthermore, 2 Cor 6:3-10 
also has several unique words, but this passage is 
not suspected of being non-Pauline. Second, Pau- 
line outbursts of various sorts often have unique 
words in them (e.g., 1 Cor 4:7-13 with six unique 
words, and 2 Cor 6:3-10 with four unique words), 
but they are not automatically suspected of being 
non-Pauline. Third, it is argued that one must pay 
attention to what is Pauline and what is quoted 
from the OT in this fragment. According to this po- 
sition, it is the OT quotations that are largely re- 
sponsible for the exclusivistic sense of the passage, 
not the surrounding Pauline material. Fourth, it 
has been argued that this supposed fragment is not 
at odds with established Pauline thought and that 
many of the ideas are found not only at Qumran 
but in other circles as well (e.g., Greek dualism). 

(3) Preformulated material. A third proposal is 
that though this passage may have been pre- 
formulated or borrowed in some way, Paul was the 
one who incorporated it into his account. This view 
attempts to accommodate the perceived change of 
tone and content and at the same time retain the 
integrity of the passage’s Pauline composition. But 
as noted above, there is no external textual witness 
to a textual difficulty, certainly not in the sense 
that the passage was incorporated. It would have 
to have been incorporated very early, before the ex- 
tant texts were copied, but such an occurrence is 
difficult to prove without any extant evidence. This 
view encounters a number of other problems. There 
may be a perceived shift in tone or content, but the 
passage can easily be seen to fit its context. If the 
subject of 6:1-7:16 is the nature and degree of 
Christian relationships, 6:14-7:1 fits well as the sec- 
ond of its three sections. The first describes Paul 
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and the Corinthians as fellow workers (6:1-13), 
emphasizing their common cause and mutual 
openness. But this openness does not imply com- 
promise (6:14-7:1). Rather, it is predicated upon 
not taking advantage of each other (7:2-16). If Paul 
has used a preformulated or prewritten section, he 
has utilized it within his letter in such a way that 
he has made it his own. 


b. 2 Corinthians 10-13” 

(1) The Problems. There are essentially five 
problems with 2 Cor 10-13. (a) It has been argued 
that chs. 1-9 are full of praise for the Corinthian 
believers but chs. 10-13 are characterized by con- 
demnation, making it difficult to see how these two 
portions of the letter fit together in one integral 
composition. (b) The vocabulary regarding boast- 
ing and Paul's commending himself is used differ- 
ently in the two major portions of the letter, im- 
plying that the letter is not a unity but a composi- 
tion of at least two letters. The problem is seen 
most clearly in how a common word for boasting 
(kavxdopat, kauchaomai) is used positively in chs. 
1-9 but negatively in chs. 10-13. For example, 5:12 
implies that Paul has commended himself, while in 
10:13 Paul says that he will not boast. (c) Scholars 
have noted a number of passages in chs. 10—13 that 
appear to be forward looking while chs. 1-9 appear 
to be looking backwards. Some examples are 10:2 
and 8:2 on confidence, 10:6 and 2:9 on obedience, 
12:16 and 4:2 on trickery, 12:17 and 7:2 on fraud, 
13:2 and 1:23 on sparing the Corinthians, and 13:10 
and 2:3 on travel. It has been observed on the basis 
of this evidence that chs. 1-9 seem to be looking 
back at a situation that is now resolved while chs. 
10-13 seem to be looking forward to resolution. (d) 
To the minds of many scholars, there appears to be 
a set of contradictions between chs. 1-9 and 10-13. 
For example, in 1:24 Paul sees the Corinthians as 
“firm in the faith,” while in 13:5 he admonishes 
them to see if they are “in the faith.” Furthermore, 
in 7:16 he expresses confidence in them, while in 
12:20-21 he is afraid of them. These attitudes seem 
to reflect different sets of circumstances at Corinth. 
(e) According to some scholars, Paul’s reference to 
wanting to preach “beyond” Corinth (10:16) makes 
sense in terms of Rome and Spain if chs. 10-13 
were written from Ephesus as the third Corinthian 
letter (since Rome and Spain are west of Ephesus 
and Corinth), but not from Macedonia as part of 
the fourth letter, since a southward geographical 
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trajectory from Macedonia to Corinth would reach 
across the Mediterranean to Africa. 

(2) Solutions. There have been many solutions 
proposed regarding the relationship of 2 Cor 1-9 
and 10-13. They can be divided into essentially two 
possibilities: either the two represent two separate 
documents or they are part of the same document. 

(a) Chapters 10-13 written and sent separately 
from chs. 1-9. On the basis of the apparent discrep- 
ancies between the two portions, it has been ar- 
gued that this evidence points to the two portions 
being parts of separate letters. Many who argue for 
separate letters claim that chs. 10-13 constitute the 
“severe letter” sent by Paul as the third letter to the 
Corinthian church, soon after his disastrous visit to 
them. This would supposedly make sense of the 
general tenor of the differences noted above: chs. 
10-13 look forward to resolution, and chs. 1-9 re- 
flect a later resolution; chs. 10-13 treat boasting as 
a negative quality, probably reflecting Paul’s an- 
tagonism to what he encountered in Corinth, but 
in chs. 1-9, after resolution of the difficulties, he al- 
lows himself to boast of the Corinthians; in chs. 
10-13, Paul questions the faith of the Corinthians 
and reflects continuing fear of them, but in chs. 1-9 
he knows that they now have faith and he has con- 
fidence in them. In a variation on this, a small 
group of scholars argues that chs. 1-9 and 10-13 
were written and sent as separate letters, with chs. 
10-13 sent after chs. 1-9, possibly even very soon 
after. The latter formulation apparently rests upon 
either seeing differences between the two sections 
(even though they are unavoidably close in con- 
tent) or positing a new set of (now unknown) cir- 
cumstances in the Corinthian church (after the 
apparent difficulties had been resolved). Because of 
obvious difficulties in making such distinctions, 
this variation has had far fewer adherents. 

In response to these alternatives, it is important 
to note that several of the apparent difficulties may 
not be quite as pressing as is sometimes argued. For 
example, the apparent shift in tone may not be so 
great or severe as is sometimes thought. The for- 
mulation is often in terms of chs. 1—9 reflecting a 
settled situation and chs. 10-13 reflecting uncer- 
tainty. It must be noted, however, that chs. 1-9 
refer to continuing opposition as well (e.g., 2:6, 17; 
4:2—5; 5:11-13), even if the overall tone is more con- 
ciliatory. This may well indicate that even if the 
majority of the church at Corinth has been con- 


vinced by Paul’s argument, there remains a minor- 
ity that is still to be won over. Similarly, chs. 10-13 
do not categorically reflect opposition to Paul but 
only some opposition to his authority (e.g., 10:2, 7, 
11-12; 11:5, 12-13, 18, 20; 12:11, 21; 13:2). Further- 
more, the internal references within chs. 1-9 and 
chs. 10-13 may not necessarily reflect a relation- 
ship only between these two parts of the letter. 
There are several other possibilities. For example, 
the backwards references in chs. 1-9 could be refer- 
ring to the second letter, our canonical 1 Corinthi- 
ans, instead of chs. 10-13. In another plausible 
scenario, Paul may have received word from Titus 
that there had been widespread positive response 
in the Corinthian church to his ministry but that it 
might not have been complete, especially if a new 
group of outsiders arrived (see below); thus, he still 
had grounds to hope for further necessary im- 
provement. Consequently, Paul’s comments in chs. 
1-13 might well reflect an appreciation for what 
had been done (chs. 1-9), together with a hope for 
further response (chs. 10-13). 

It is fair to say that the vast majority of the sup- 
posed contradictions are, in fact, not formal contra- 
dictions but are merely discrepancies that can be 
relatively easily explained. For example, the refer- 
ence to “beyond” in 10:16 is not a great difficulty 
when it is noted that, for Paul, “beyond” means be- 
yond the confines of the eastern Mediterranean, 
and thus Rome and Spain, no matter from which 
direction he may be writing. Regarding commend- 
ing himself in 3:1 and 5:12, Paul is referring to 
using letters of recommendation, and he compli- 
ments the Corinthian church as being his letter of 
recommendation. In chs. 10-13, it is true that Paul 
disparages boasting, but he is addressing his oppo- 
nents, not the Corinthians as a whole—he takes 
pride in the Corinthians (10:13-14; 11:16-21; cf. 
1:12-14). 

A further contradiction is actually introduced if 
chs. 10-13 are taken as the “severe letter.” In 12:18 
there is reference to Titus, who delivered the “se- 
vere letter” and who now delivers 2 Corinthians 
(7:6-8; 8:6, 16-18). This could not be a reference to 
Titus as the deliverer of the “severe letter” if this is 
that letter, and the interrogative language of the 
passage indeed seems to be referring to the “severe 
letter.” Thus, even if chs. 10-13 were written at a 
different time than chs. 1-9, they would not be the 


“severe letter,” unless the references were added 
later for some unaccountable reason. 

Finally, there is no manuscript authority for di- 
viding the letter into parts. This may seem to be a 
point not worth making, but there are some impli- 
cations for the larger discussion. If there were two 
or more letters contained in the one letter (see the 
discussion of Philippians on this same issue), it has 
the implication that the original openings and 
closings, as well as other portions, of the genuine 
letters were deleted. We may not understand the 
full situation, but this is different from such cases 
as the letter to the Laodiceans, where the entire let- 
ter is no longer extant (though this may be Ephe- 
sians; see the discussion in sec. 3.D, below). It is 
quite different to say that part of a letter was val- 
ued and retained but other portions of the same 
valued letter were excised and not retained. There 
seems to be an inherent contradiction between re- 
tention of Paul's writings as valuable and instruc- 
tive, and expunging some portions. By today’s 
standards we may think that openings and closings 
(and other portions now unknown to us?) are not 
as important, but this merely begs the question: 
can we say that they were not important for the 
early church, especially with the innovative Pauline 
opening, the occasionally theologically expanded 
description of the sender or addressee, and the 
benedictions and grace formulas? This is doubtful. 

(b) Chapters 10-13 as part of 2 Corinthians. The 
second solution is that regardless of the difficulties 
above, 2 Corinthians 10-13 is part of the original 
letter. As noted, the shift in tone and other sup- 
posed contradictions, combined with the manu- 
script evidence, do not leave grounds for clearly 
arguing for two or more letters. Indeed, there are 
several other lines of evidence that point away 
from separate letters and toward textual integrity. 
First, if chs. 10-13 are a separate letter, these chap- 
ters do not seem to address the issue that was being 
confronted at Corinth. In 2 Cor 2:1-4 and 7:12, the 
reason for the “severe letter” was an individual 
who had in some way offended Paul. If this is the 
case, it is noteworthy that chs. 10-13 make no 
mention of this but address the Corinthians as a 
church. Paul’s defense of himself in 2 Corinthians 
(e.g., 12:1, 11-15) is not focused upon individual dif- 
ficulties but the situation in the church. This is, 
however, consistent with the rest of 2 Corinthians 
(as well as 1 Corinthians, e.g. 1 Cor 9:1-14, which 
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focused on apostolic authority in relation to church 
difficulties). Second, the exhortation formula of 10:1 
(with mapakaAd) is consistent with the exhortative 
stance of the parenetic section of a letter. The 
parenetic section, by definition, implies a different 
tone than the body of the letter, although one need 
not overdraw this contrast. Nevertheless, a some- 
what similar shift can be found in the relation of 
Rom 14:1-23 to the rest of Romans. Paul appar- 
ently does not hesitate to introduce strongly worded 
instruction even if he is concerned with his per- 
sonal relationship with a church. Such instruction 
might be especially appropriate if new opposition to 
Paul was introduced into the Corinthian situation 
(see below). 

There are other possible solutions to this sup- 
posed change of tone. For example, the process of 
literary composition in the ancient world was quite 
different from the one used today, in which word 
processors are available to ensure speed and consis- 
tency of content and presentation. The writing of a 
letter as lengthy as any of the major Pauline Let- 
ters would have been a sizable undertaking, involv- 
ing a scribe, the availability of writing materials, 
and a certain amount of time. Perhaps the letter or 
at least sections of the letter were written first in 
draft on a wax tablet before being copied onto the 
papyrus for sending. Reusable wax tablets used in 
the Greco-Roman world for such writing purposes 
have been found. In the course of this writing, edit- 
ing and copying, there would be plenty of opportu- 
nity for any number of developments, including a 
change of mind by Paul on what he wanted to ex- 
press and how he wanted to say it, the receipt of 
new information regarding the Corinthian church, 
circumstances requiring that Paul be away from 
the letter for a period of time before returning to it 
in a different frame of mind, or even (Lietzmann’s 
now famous idea) a night of insomnia after ch. 9 
that resulted in Paul's cranky attitude in ch. 10 
and subsequent chapters. ”® A number of plausible 
solutions can therefore account for the perceived 
change of tone, some of them requiring the suppo- 
sition of separate letters and others not. 

(c) 2 Corinthians 8 and 9. The questions re- 
garding these two chapters concern whether they 
were independent of 2 Corinthians 1-7, or whether 
one or more was separate, and if so, what was the 
order in which they were sent. The arguments for 
the independence of chs. 8 and 9 are five: (1) 9:1 
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has a connective phrase that separates it from ch. 8 
and indicates the possibility of a new letter; (2) chs. 
8 and 9 duplicate information regarding the collec- 
tion, emissaries, etc.; (3) 8:1-5 and 9:1—2 seem to be 
addressed to different groups, both out of character 
with the audience in ch. 7; (4) chs. 8 and 9 list dif- 
ferent purposes for those Paul is sending, com- 
ments remarkably lacking from ch. 7; and (5) there 
are contradictions in details from ch. 8 to ch. 9— 
for example, Paul introduces the collection in 9:1 as 
superfluous when he has already been discussing it 
(8:1-5). A last reason is sometimes given: the rhe- 
torical structure found in each chapter supposedly 
points to unity and independence. This argument 
should not be given much credence, for several 
reasons. The first is that rhetorical criticism is used 
in various ways, depending upon the interpreter, 
sometimes to prove unity of a letter and sometimes 
to prove unity of a subsection, thus making it diffi- 
cult to show how it can be used to prove either. 
The second is that it has not been shown that the 
categories of ancient rhetoric, designed for the cre- 
ation of speeches, are applicable to the analysis of 
ancient letters. All indications, in fact, are that 
they are not. Nevertheless, on the basis of such rea- 
soning, several proposals have been put forward. 
Some have argued that chs. 1-8 or chs. 1-7, 9 were 
units, with the remaining chapter sent separately. 
Others have argued that chs. 8 and 9 were inde- 
pendent of chs. 1-7 and of each other, some claim- 
ing that ch. 8 was sent first (probably to Corinth) 
and others that ch. 9 was first (probably as a circu- 
lar letter to a wider area of Achaia). 

The reasons cited for positing one or more in- 
terpolations in chs. 8 and 9 raise important ques- 
tions about the composition of the letter but are far 
from conclusive proof that the letter is a composite 
of these once independent chapters. The first rea- 
son they are not conclusive is that there are no ex- 
ternal text-critical indicators that the letter ever 
was known or circulated in anything other than a 
single form. These textual alterations may have oc- 
curred, but they had to occur earlier than our text- 
critical evidence can support. Second, the use of 
the connective phrase in 9:1 mept pév yap (peri men 
gar), rather than indicating separation of the chap- 
ter, indicates connection and continuation (cf. Acts 
28:22). It is neither the equivalent of the transi- 
tional markers that Paul uses in 1 Corinthians (see 
sec. D.3.2, above) nor a formula to introduce new 


material. Third, one does not want to overempha- 
size the amount of duplication between the two 
chapters. Similar topics are raised, but they are 
treated in different ways, with ch. 9 adding infor- 
mation not found in ch. 8. Fourth, the argument 
that 8:1—-5 refers to Macedonia as a model for the 
Corinthians but 9:2 refers to the Corinthians as a 
model for the Macedonians is not as contradictory 
as it first appears. Paul commends the Macedo- 
nians to the Corinthians in ch. 8, but he uses the 
Macedonians as a witness to what the Corinthians 
should be doing in ch. 9. Fifth, reference in 9:3, 5 to 
those Paul is sending is introduced in 8:16—24, the 
one clarifying the other. Sixth, concerning the 
seemingly superfluous mention of the collection in 
9:1, perhaps the most difficult of the problems to ex- 
plain, there are a number of possible explanations 
other than simply positing a separate letter. One is 
that the verse may be saying nothing more than 
that it is unnecessary for him to go on with the 
writing he is engaged in (so that “write” [td 
ypadetv, to graphein], with the Greek article and 
the present-tense infinitive, refers to what has al- 
ready been said). 

The tendency has been to separate either ch. 8 
or ch. 9 or both from chs. 1-7, but this is not neces- 
sary to make sense of these chapters. The connec- 
tions of ch. 8 with chs. 1-7 are strong, and some of 
the information in ch. 9, such as the identity of the 
“brothers” (9:3, 5), seems to require ch. 8, thus ar- 
guing strongly for the unity of the chapters. 


3. Occasion and Purpose 


The problems addressed by 1 Corinthians seem 
to have been a variety of disunifying factors in the 
Corinthian church, but in the process of Paul's 
confrontation with the church, there seems to have 
been a development of the situation and the entry 
of new opponents. If the occasion that prompted 
the first couple of letters to the Corinthians was the 
possible fragmentation of the church, in 2 Corinthi- 
ans it seems that the disunity has been largely 
overcome, at least to the point that apparently a 
minority of people were personally attacking Paul— 
probably a new group of outsiders (from Jerusalem? 
11:5, 13, 23; 12:11) questioning Paul’s apostolic au- 
thority in a potentially persuasive way. Conse- 
quently, the opponents that elicited 2 Corinthians 
can be characterized in terms of the nature of their 
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attack. Paul vigorously opposed them, and it ap- 
pears that the fourth letter to the Corinthians (no 
matter how much of it is found in our 2 Corinthi- 
ans) dealt sufficiently with the problem so that 
Paul could consider the threat overcome. This rein- 
forces the view that these opponents represent a 
minority position that was finally rejected by the 
church at Corinth. 


a. Personal Attack against Paul. The nature of the 
attack against Paul seems to have consisted of a 
number of wide-ranging and not entirely fair accusa- 
tions brought by these outsiders. These include accu- 
sations of his instability—as evidenced by a change of 
plans and vacillation (1:15-18)—lack of clarity in 
what he meant (1:13-14), ineffectiveness (10:10), ty- 
rannical words (10:8), abandonment of the Corinthi- 
ans (2:1; 13:2), failure to make his gospel clear (4:3), 
and pitiful speech (10:11; 11:6), probably indicating 
that he was not trained in rhetoric as some of them 
may have been. Concerning his claim to being a rep- 
resentative of Christ or an apostle, Paul was appar- 
ently denigrated for a number of reasons: he had no 
formal letters of recommendation, as perhaps did 
other itinerant preachers and teachers (3:1; 4:2); his 
claims about belonging to Christ were apparently 
seen as unsupported, perhaps because he had not ac- 
tually seen Christ (10:7, with its emphasis on seeing); 
he arrived in Corinth without a clear mandate 
(10:13-14); and he was said to be inferior to the 
“super-apostles.” The latter were probably those who 
claimed authority from the church at Jerusalem (11:5; 
12:11), a position that Paul himself may well have in- 
directly endorsed because he placed himself in a less 
exalted position by refusing financial support from 
the congregation (11:7-9). All of this may well have 
indicated to some that Paul was not even to be con- 
sidered an apostle (12:12, 14) and that Christ was not 
speaking through him (13:3). More than this, Paul 
may well have been accused of having a deleterious 
effect upon the congregation because his behavior 
seemed to be offensive, including his praise of himself 
(3:1, 5; 4:5; 5:11-15; 6:3-5; 10:2, 8; 11:16-18; 12:1, 
11). It was perhaps said that he was working 
duplicitously for gain (7:1; 12:17-18), even using the 
collection (8:20-21), that he was a coward (1:23; 8:2; 
10:1, 10; 11:32-33), and that he ended up harming the 
Christian community by abandoning the Corinthians 
(2:1; 13:2) and exploiting the situation for his own 
benefit (7:2; 12:16). 


b. Minority Accusations. To Paul’s mind, at least 
as reflected in 2 Corinthians, the kinds of attacks 
made against him seem to have originated with a 
minority of people connected with the Christian 
community in Corinth, quite possibly Jewish Chris- 
tians from Jerusalem, as already mentioned. Paul 
had to find a suitable tone in the letter and make 
his perspective clear. For example, he says that 
they were a minority (2:6; 10:2) who were paid— 
implying that they, as opposed to Paul, readily ac- 
cepted financial compensation (2:17; 11:20), some- 
thing he did not seek though he believed he was 
entitled to it (1 Cor 9:3-11)—and who had gained 
entrance into the church by letters of recommen- 
dation and self-commendation (3:1; 10:12, 18). They 
apparently did not hesitate to boast of their own 
excellence (5:12; 11:12, 18), to emphasize ecstatic 
experience that Paul counters with his own (5:13; 
12:1-6), and overtly to claim both the apostolic of- 
fice (11:5, 13; 12:11) and superiority to Moses 
(3:4-11), but without making known their own 
Jewish heritage (11:22). In response to such claims, 
Paul says that they in fact were preaching another 
gospel (11:4), had encroached on others’ mission- 
ary territory (10:15-16), were immoral (12:21; 13:2), 
were boastful (10:12-13), and were led by a particu- 
lar person (2:5; 7:12; 11:4). The result, to Paul’s 
mind at least, was that they were Satan’s servants 
(11:13-15). By contrast, Paul regarded himself as an 
apostle (1:1), and the proof of this lay in the Corin- 
thians themselves (3:2-3), among whom he had 
done mighty things (12:12), reflecting his appoint- 
ment from God (3:5, 6; 4:7). 

Is it possible to characterize these false preach- 
ers more definitively?’° Scholars have engaged in 
endless speculation, often focusing upon ch. 11, es- 
pecially v. 4. Some, such as Baur, Barrett, and 
Gunther, have characterized them as Judaizers (Gal 
1:6-9), on the basis of their emphasis upon their 
Jewish heritage (3:4-7; 11:22),101 But even though 
the problem in Corinth is serious, Paul’s response 
does not seem to be of the same kind as found in 
Galatians, hence making this perhaps not the 
best explanation. A second proposal comes from 
Bultmann and Schmithals, who claim that the op- 
ponents are “gnostics.”1? These scholars note the 
willingness to trade on ecstatic experience, but this 
position would require a fuller development of 
Gnosticism than is likely for the first century. This 
is not to say that there were not some gnostic ten- 


dencies, especially in their taking pride in the pos- 
session of “true knowledge,” but a formalized 
Gnosticism does not seem to be the case. A third 
idea, by Georgi, is that these were Hellenistic Jews 
who were making claims regarding their miracu- 
lous powers, !03 This is the theory of the “divine 
man” (Oeiog dvi, theios anér)—the man of God 
was expected to be some sort of miracle worker— 
for which there is not significant evidence before 
Christianity had taken firm root; consequently, the 
best parallels come from the third century and 
later. It is possible that these false preachers were 
followers of Apollos and reflected the Hellenistic Ju- 
daism of Alexandria.!°* They therefore may well 
have been educated and articulate spokesmen who 
were formidable opponents for Paul. There is merit 
in this suggestion, especially in light of 1 Corinthi- 
ans (e.g., 1:12, 18-31; 2:1-5), but the ways in which 
Paul seems to handle the two situations are quite 
different: he is more conciliatory in 1 Corinthians 
but more confrontative in 2 Corinthians. This may 
well be because the situation had escalated, even 
though it is hard to form a hard line of connection 
between the two. The most likely explanation is 
that this group of false preachers originated in Pal- 
estine, possibly as emissaries (whether legitimate or 
renegade) of the Jerusalem leaders or “super-apos- 
tles,” or as itinerant preachers who claimed to 
have been with Jesus. This is not to say that the Je- 
rusalem leaders necessarily were directly opposing 
Paul at Corinth, but one must not dismiss the de- 
gree of suspicion that apparently existed between 
the Jerusalem and Antiochian missionary efforts 
(see Acts 15:1-5; 21:20-21). The “super-apostles” 
may be the leaders in Jerusalem, and Paul’s oppo- 
nents in Corinth may have been claiming the au- 
thority of the Jerusalem church, whether they had 
it or not. In response, Paul suggests that the Co- 
rinthians have been too quick to accept the false 
preachers’ claims to have the authority and endorse- 
ment of the “super-apostles,” whereas he asserts 
his equal standing and authority with any apos- 
tles, including those in Jerusalem. Anyone who 
says otherwise is a false apostle (2 Cor 11:5, 12—15). 


4. Outline of 2 Corinthians 


A. Opening (1:1-2) 
1, Sender (1:1) 
2. Addressee (1:1) 
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3. Greeting (1:2) 
B. Thanksgiving (1:3-7) 
C. Body: Paul’s ministry to the Corinthians 
(1:8-9:15) 
1. Formal opening (1:8-11) 
2. Paul’s explanation of his recent 
conduct (1:12-2:13) 
3. Paul’s apostolic ministry (2:14—7:16) 
4. The collection for Jerusalem (8:1—9:15) 
D. Parenesis (10:1—13:10) 
1. Paul’s personal appeal regarding his 
apostolic authority (10:1-12:10) 
2. Pauline travelogue (12:11-13:4) 
3. Final exhortation (13:5-10) 
E. Closing (13.11-14) 
1. Call to unity (13:11) 
2. Greetings (13:12-13) 
3. Benediction (13:14) 


F. Romans 


“The principal and most excellent part of the 
NT... a light and a way in unto the whole Scrip- 
ture... . No man verily can read it too often or 
study it too well; for the more it is studied the eas- 
ier it is; and the more it is chewed the pleasanter it 
is, and the more groundly it is searched the preciouser 
things are found in it, so great treasure of spiritual 
things lieth hid therein!” Apart from the archaic 
form of the language, this passage could have been 
written by Luther, Wesley, Augustine, or even 
Barth, but it was actually penned by William Tyn- 
dale in his 1534 introduction to the Nv.!©° The sig- 
nificance of the book of Romans, not only to the 
giants of the church mentioned above but to Chris- 
tianity as a whole, is seen in the observation by 
Bruce that Romans has been tied to every major 
Christian awakening.!©” 


1. Authorship 


Romans is yet another letter about which 
Ktimmel expresses confidence: “The authenticity 
and homogeneity of Rom 1-15 are subject to no se- 
rious doubt.”!°8 We will turn to the question of ch. 
16 below, but this statement expresses concisely 
and accurately the consensus that there is no seri- 
ous critical doubt regarding Pauline authorship of 
this letter. Of late there have been two related 
discussions worth noting, however, if only because 
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of their unusual and aberrant character. The first 
is the kind of criticism seen in the commentary on 
Romans by O’Neill, who raises questions of author- 
ship for certain sections and suggests that several 
of the most important passages and some of the 
most distinctively Pauline wording may not be au- 
thentic.!°? Nevertheless, he does not deny Pauline 
authorship of the letter, and few have followed his 
text-critical speculation. A second analysis is that 
of Schmithals, who divides the letter into two major 
letters plus some fragments. His claims regarding 
the two letters are not convincing, but even so, he 
does not deny Pauline authorship of the two letters 
and the fragments that he thinks went into the 
composition of the book.° 

So far as the evidence from the early church is 
concerned, the external witness is unanimous. 
Writings and writers who bear witness to Romans 
are 1 Clem. 32.2 (Rom 9:4—5), 33.1 (Rom 6:1), 35.46 
(Rom 1:29-32), 36.2 (Rom 1:21), 47.7 (Rom 2:24), 
61:1 (Rom 13:1); Ign. Eph. 9, 19.3; Magn. 6.2, 9.1; 
Trall. 9.2; Marcion; Origen; and the Muratorian 
Fragment. There are also many parallels to 
Galatians as confirmatory evidence. 


2. Date 


The precise date of Romans is determined by 
what one does with Rom 16 (see below). If ch. 16 is 
seen as authentic to the letter, it allows for a fairly 
precise dating. If ch. 16 is not seen to be authentic, 
the dating can still be established within a one-year 
period. 

On his third missionary journey, with his min- 
istry in Ephesus ended after a stay of two years and 
three months, Paul decided to visit Macedonia and 
then Greece before going to Jerusalem to bring 
them the collection that he had been taking (Acts 
18:23-21:17, in particular 20:1-3, 19:21; Rom 
15:22-26, with reference to the collection being 
complete). If ch. 16 is original to the letter, then it 
is almost certain that Paul wrote Romans to the 
Roman Christians while he was in Corinth on his 
third missionary journey (Acts 20:3). The evidence 
overwhelmingly points in this direction. The pas- 
sage in Acts does not refer specifically to Corinth, 
but Rom 16:1 speaks of Phoebe, a deaconess of the 
church at Cenchreae, the eastern port of Corinth, 
being commended to the church at Rome, with the 
idea that she is the one carrying the letter to the 
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church. Romans 16:23 mentions Gaius and Erastus. 
A Gaius, who in Romans sends greetings, is said to 
have been baptized by Paul in 1 Cor 1:14, and an 
Erastus, who also sends greetings, is said to have 
remained in Corinth in 2 Tim 4:20.! Even if ch. 16 
is not original to the letter, it is still virtually cer- 
tain that Paul wrote the Letter to the Romans ei- 
ther during his travels throughout Macedonia 
(Acts 20:1-2) or, more likely, during his stay in 
Corinth. This is established through the content of 
the letter, in which Paul states that he intends to 
visit Rome after he has delivered to the church at 
Jerusalem the collection that he has gathered in 
Macedonia and Greece (Rom 15:24-26). This 
closely matches his traveling itinerary in Acts 20. 

Depending upon the date of the third mission- 
ary journey, the date of the composition of Romans 
is likely between A.D. 55 and 59, with a date around 
A.D. 56 or 57 very probable. 


3. Audience 


Establishing that Paul wrote the Letter to the 
Romans and that he wrote it during his third mis- 
sionary journey still does not solve the problem of 
his audience. He singles out the addressees of the 
letter with the words “To all God’s beloved in 
Rome” (Rom 1:7). This probably indicates that he 
has in mind all of the believers in that city—but 
who are those believers? 


a. Rome during the Time of Paul. Rome of the 
first century was a large city, with probably some- 
where around one million inhabitants.!? Of these, 
perhaps forty to fifty thousand of them were Jews, 
which was a fairly high concentration.!!4 Jews first 
came to Rome apparently with Pompey when he 
brought them back as slaves from Palestine in 63 
B.C. Synagogues were formed; eleven to fifteen Jew- 
ish synagogues are known from sepulchral inscrip- 
tions to have been in Rome in the first century. 
One was called the synagogue of the olive tree (cf. 
Rom 11:17), and another the synagogue of the He- 
brews, even though Aramaic would have been the 
language used by this Jewish population for wor- 
ship (and Greek for daily life)! 

In A.D. 41, the emperor Claudius (A.D. 41-54) 
was crowned. Not a strong-willed man, he was 
governed by others, including his wives. He was 
apparently poisoned by his wife, Agrippina, who 
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had persuaded him to appoint her son Nero (A.D. 
54-68) to succeed him. It was during Claudius’s 
reign that the Jews were expelled from Rome. There 
are three controversial issues regarding this event: 
its cause, its precise date, and the date the expul- 
sion order was lifted. The Roman historian Suetonius 
says that “since the Jews constantly made distur- 
bances at the instigation of Chrestus, he expelled 
them from Rome” (Claud. 25.4 [LCL]). The majority 
of NT scholars have interpreted this to mean that 
there were a number of disputes among the Jews, 
probably Jewish Christians and non-Christian Jews, 
over the nature and identity of Jesus Christ. 
“Chrestus,” therefore, is taken as a variant or mis- 
taken spelling of “Christ” by Suetonius. He appears 
to have thought that this Chrestus was a contem- 
porary person who was stirring up the Jews in 
Rome. If this scenario is correct, it is more likely 
that the issue of the resurrection was causing an 
uproar among the Jewish population there. It is 
disputed by some NT scholars and classical schol- 
ars, however, that Suetonius is talking about such 
a scenario. It is perhaps more likely, according to 
this view, that there actually was a person named 
Chrestus who had caused the Jews to riot. With a 
slave population of approximately half the popula- 
tion of Rome, the Romans always feared uprisings. 
As Pliny stated when one slave owner was at- 
tacked by his slaves, “No master can feel safe be- 
cause he is kind and considerate; for it is their 
brutality, not their reasoning capacity, which leads 
slaves to murder masters” (Ep. 3.14 CL Dur- 
ing 139-133 B.C. in Sicily, slave revolts had been 
put down with great violence and bloodshed, and 
there was no wish to repeat them. So apparently 
Claudius issued an edict that forced the Jews to 
leave Rome, though it seems not to have resulted 
in the confiscation of their property (see Acts 
18:1-3). The second dispute concerns the date of 
Claudius’s edict. The vast majority of scholars have 
accepted a date of A.D. 49, on the basis of the Chris- 
tian writer Paulus Orosius (5th cent. A.D.), who 
dates the event to the ninth year of Claudius’s 
reign (Hist. pag. 7.6.15). Some, however, have ar- 
gued that the date was A.D. 41 (or 43), on the basis 
of Dio Cassius’s report of Claudius’s edict forbidding 
Jews to meet (Rom. 60.6.6).” Claudius apparently 
was hostile toward Jews from the beginning of his 
principate (there are other edicts of his regarding 
the Jews, especially in Egypt; see P.Lond. 1912 


[printed in Select Papyri 2:212]), perhaps resulting 
in his initially forbidding them to meet together. 
Nevertheless, the later date is probably still correct 
for the expulsion. The third and last issue is when 
and how the edict would have expired. An edict such 
as this would have been decreed by the emperor to 
last in perpetuity, but in fact, such a decree would 
only have been in force so long as an emperor 
wished it. Consequently, if a new emperor came to 
power, he would have had the option of continuing 
to keep it in force or of allowing it to expire. 18 Ap- 
parently, Nero did not enforce the decree (if Clau- 
dius himself had in fact enforced it for so long), so 
that the Jews were allowed to return to Rome. 

At first, Nero may have appeared to be an em- 
peror concerned with justice and proper proce- 
dures, but by A.D. 65, Christians in Rome were 
being martyred by him."? He found the Christians 
easy victims to blame for a number of disasters and 
difficulties that he had in Rome, including a devas- 
tating fire in A.D. 64. As part of his “sport,” Nero 
reportedly used Christians as human torches at his 
parties, all of which eventually led to sympathy for 
Christians (Tacitus, Ann. 15.44.2-5, esp. 4). It 
was likely during the persecution of Nero in A.D. 
64/65 that Paul and perhaps Peter were martyred 
in Rome (1 Clem. 5.4). Nero’s reign came to an ig- 
nominious end when, insane, he died in a pathetic 
attempt at suicide. The scholar of Roman religion 
T. R. Glover reportedly said that little did the em- 
peror suspect in his condemnation of Paul that 
“there would come a time when men would name 
their dogs Nero and their sons Paul.” 


b. The Christians at Rome. The founder of the 
Christian community at Rome is unknown. But by 
A.D. 49, when the Jews were expelled from Rome, 
there were apparently Jewish Christians among 
those who were compelled to leave (see Acts 18:2). 
How did those first Christians get to Rome? There is 
no record of any sort of apostolic visit, even by 
Peter or Paul, until long after there was a Christian 
presence in Rome. This has led to widespread spec- 
ulation regarding the early spread of Christianity, 
and several possible scenarios are worth consider- 
ing. On the one hand, Rome was the center of the 
Roman Empire, and in literal and figurative senses, 
all roads led to Rome. So it is entirely possible that 
a Christian or a few Christians, in the course of 
their travels, would have come to Rome, perhaps to 
settle or at least to conduct business. During the 


course of their time there, they perhaps set up a 
Christian community. On the other hand, it is just 
as possible that Christianity made its way to Rome 
soon after the events at Pentecost. Acts 2:10 says 
that there were visitors from Rome in Jerusalem on 
that day. Perhaps some of those converted were 
from Rome and returned there soon after, taking 
their newfound belief in the risen Christ with them. 
In any event, by the time Paul wrote to the Chris- 
tians in Rome, Christianity could have been there 
for over a decade and become well established.!7! 

If the church was well established in Rome, 
this does not mean that it was without problems 
and tensions, however. Some of the major prob- 
lems would probably have been caused by the edict 
of Claudius and the subsequent return of the Jews 
after the edict expired under Nero. 

There is widespread debate regarding the com- 
position of the Christian community at Rome. The 
four major positions are that the church was pre- 
dominantly Jewish Christian, predominantly Gen- 
tile Christian, a fairly evenly divided mixed group, 
or an aggregation of separate, independent churches. 
Minear and, more recently, Watson (the two on 
different grounds and in different ways) have ar- 
gued for the last position, claiming that the Chris- 
tian community at Rome consisted of multiple in- 
dependent churches. In his reconstruction of the 
situation at Rome, Minear claimed to have found five 
major church groups, each referred to by Paul in 
Romans and thus able to be characterized in a par- 
ticular way, !?2 In his assessment of Romans, Wat- 
son used the specific references in Rom 14:1-15:13 
to the “weak” and “strong” to argue that there 
were two major church groups in Rome.!”? These 
views have highlighted the potential sociological 
conflicts in the Roman Christian community, but 
neither view has garnered widespread support. The 
major problem with this kind of reconstruction is 
that it appears to be both too literalistic and too in- 
terpretative. Minear must differentiate these vari- 
ous groups on the basis of a number of incidental 
comments, but even so, he must do a fair amount of 
speculative synthesis. Why this number of groups 
and not more or less? Watson is almost certainly 
correct that there was some sort of difficulty in the 
Roman church(es), but to take these, at best, inter- 
pretatively obscure references as clear indicators of 
two distinct churches is too literalistic and requires 
more extrapolation than is justified by the text. 
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More likely the church was composed of Jewish 
and Gentile Christians, although it is difficult to 
know what the mix was or how many churches 
there were.!7+ A number of scholars have argued 
that the church was composed of mostly Jewish 
Christians. The evidence often used for this position 
consists of passages that refer directly to the Jews 
or appear to allude to Jewish institutions and con- 
ventions. For example, in 2:17, Paul refers directly 
to those who bear the name “Jew”; in 3:1-2, he 
asks what advantage the Jew has over the Gentile; 
and in 16:3, 7, 11, he greets the Jewish coworkers 
Priscilla and Aquila and his “relatives.” In ch. 4, 
using “Abraham, our ancestor” (4:1), as an ex- 
ample of someone who was saved by faith, not by 
works, Paul relies upon an implicit OT chronologi- 
cal argument in which the statement that he was 
reckoned righteous (Gen 15:6) preceded his circum- 
cision (Gen 17). In Rom 9-11, there is a heavy reli- 
ance upon OT quotations, often strung together 
and interwoven with OT imagery (e.g., God as the 
potter and the people as the clay; Rom 9:20-23, cit- 
ing Isa 29:16; 45:9). In Rom 15:7-12, there seems to 
be reliance upon OT quotations that are addressed 
specifically to the Jews, rather than to the Gentiles. 
One of the most important pieces of evidence in this 
reconstruction is the widespread use of the lan- 
guage of “law” (esp. chs. 3-4), which refers in most 
of these instances to the Jewish law, or Torah. 

Nevertheless, this position, regardless of how 
popular it has been in the past, is probably not the 
most likely scenario, for two reasons. The first is 
historical. If the Jews were expelled from Rome in 
A.D. 49 and had not begun to return until A.D. 54 
at the death of Claudius or slightly before and if 
Romans was written around A.D. 57 (which is the 
scholarly consensus), !2> it would be difficult to sup- 
pose that a sufficient number of Jewish Christians 
had returned to become the dominant force in the 
church. The Gentile Christians, it must be kept in 
mind, would probably not have been expelled from 
Rome (except possibly those who followed the Jew- 
ish law and customs), and so they would have been 
responsible for maintaining the church during the 
intervening years. It seems most likely that they 
would have continued to be the predominant force 
at the time of Paul’s writing to the Romans. The 
second reason for disputing the Jewish-Christian 
hypothesis is the interpretation of the passages 
that are often cited in support of the position. For 
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example, Rom 2:17 occurs in the midst of a section 
that is describing the sinfulness of all of humanity, 
not only of Jews. It is not clear that, even in 2:17 
and following, the Jews emerge as the specifically 
addressed group. This could be said of most pas- 
sages cited above, especially chs. 9-11. Although, 
because of their use of the OT, these chapters may 
seem to have a distinctively Jewish feel about them, 
the references in this section make it clear that the 
exposition has Gentiles in mind. For example, 9:3-4 
appears to have Paul speaking about a group other 
than his primary audience when speaking of the 
Jews. The same is true in 10:1-3 and even 11:1-2. 
Most significant, perhaps, is 11:13, where Paul spe- 
cifically states that he is speaking to those who are 
Gentiles, since he is the apostle to the Gentiles. And 
Paul’s use of the Abraham story does not depend 
upon one’s being Jewish to understand it—in fact, 
it may well be addressed to Gentiles. 

Because of this, a second group has argued for 
the predominantly Gentile composition of the 
church. The argument for this rests not only upon 
the historical scenario mentioned above—the ex- 
pulsion and return of the Jewish Christians to 
Rome—but upon passages in Romans pointing to a 
Gentile audience. For example, in 11:13-32 Paul not 
only addresses the Gentiles directly (v. 13) but, at 
the end of the section, speaks of the Jews being re- 
grafted onto the olive tree, and he uses “you” to 
speak to the Gentiles in the course of his argument. 
Throughout Romans, Paul heralds his position as 
apostle to the Gentiles—for instance, in 1:5—6, chs. 
9-11, and 15:15-16. If ch. 16 is part of the original 
letter and hence addressed to the church at Rome 
(see below for a defense of this position), it is worth 
noting that most of the names used in the greetings 
of Rom 16:3—25 are Greek, not Jewish.'26 If there 
were many Jews in Rome, Paul apparently (accord- 
ing to this evidence) did not know them. 

Nevertheless, this view has perhaps also over- 
looked significant evidence: although the Jews may 
not have been predominant in the church at Rome, 
the framework of Paul’s argument is predicated 
upon a Jewish understanding. It is possible that 
this is simply the way Paul thought and wrote; but 
it is at least as likely that Paul continued to use this 
way of structuring his argument—in a way that he 
does not use in his other letters—because of his 
knowledge of the significant Jewish population of 
the church at Rome (it is also worth noting that 


many Jews of this time had Greek names, making 
the argument from Romans 16 doubtful). First, the 
issue of law continues to be an important issue 
throughout the letter. The only other Pauline letter 
where this issue looms so large is Galatians, where 
Paul is apparently confronting Judaizers, who 
argue that in order for Gentiles to become Chris- 
tians, they must become Jews also. Paul is appar- 
ently not confronting Judaizers in Rome, but he at 
least appears to be arguing from a framework that 
the Jews would understand. Second, Paul relies 
heavily upon the OT. Of the eighty or so direct OT 
quotations in the Pauline Letters, over fifty of these 
appear in Romans. It is perhaps not so striking that 
Paul, being a Jew, would choose to rely so heavily 
upon the OT, certainly if he realized that there 
would be an audience that could appreciate his use 
of the Jewish Scriptures. 

In conclusion, it is probably best to argue that 
the church at Rome was a mixed group, including 
both Jews and Gentiles. This is the view of the ma- 
jority of commentators on Romans. If one were to 
venture a guess as to the predominance of one 
group or another, there were probably more Gentiles 
in the church than Jews. It certainly appears that 
the Gentiles were the predominant force, since Paul 
seems to identify with them in 15:1. A plausible sce- 
nario, based upon the above evidence, is that the 
Jews had returned to the church in Rome to find 
that their positions had been taken by Gentiles and 
that this had resulted in, if not overt conflict, some 
tension regarding the roles and relationships of the 
two groups (see Rom 14:1-15:13). The Jews may 
have believed that they had a privileged position 
and that they were at least owed a greater role 
than they were currently exercising (2:17-24), and 
the Gentiles may have lost sight of the fact that the 
Jews had certain distinguishing practices that needed 
to be shown respect (3:1; 14:13-23), even if they 
were not to dominate the church any longer. It 
was probably to such a church environment that 
Paul wrote. 


4. Occasion and Purpose!” 


a. Occasion. The circumstances that elicited the 
Letter to the Romans seem to be encapsulated in a 
number of important passages that occur at the be- 
ginning and the end of the letter. Paul states in 
Rom 1:13-15 that he planned to come to Rome and 


that he is eager to preach the gospel to them, even 
though he has been prevented from doing so. In 
15:22, he clarifies why he was prevented—he has 
been preaching in the eastern part of the Mediter- 
ranean. Now that he has preached from Jerusalem 
all the way to Illyricum (15:19) and has no place 
further to preach in the east (15:23), he sets his 
sights on Spain (15:24, 28). In conjunction with 
that journey, he intends to visit the church in 
Rome (15:23, 28-29), even though first he has to go 
to Jerusalem to deliver the collection that he gath- 
ered from the churches in Macedonia and Greece 
(15:26). There has been speculation about whether 
Paul ever got to Spain. First Clement 5.7 has been 
interpreted to imply that he did, but this is not cer- 
tain, especially in light of what appears to have 
been his travels as represented in the Pastoral Epis- 
tles (on the authorship of the Pastorals see sec. 4, 
below). There is the further question of whether 
Paul knew Latin, since the western part of the 
Roman Empire had begun to become Latin speak- 
ing in the first century B.C., a process apparently 
largely completed during the first century A.D. Paul 
mentions that he had spread the gospel as far as 
flyricum (or Dalmatia), but Illyricum was also a 
Latin-speaking area, so it is possible that Paul 
knew Latin and hence was fully prepared for a 
preaching mission to Spain, whether or not he ever 
got there.128 


b. Purpose. The occasion of Paul's proposed 
visit to Rome was part of the westward expansion 
of his preaching mission. But the purpose or moti- 
vation for his writing the Letter to the Romans is 
not so clear and has elicited an immense amount 
of debate.'? 

In recent discussion, the contingency of the 
Pauline Letters has become important: Paul is a 
writer who is addressing in each letter a unique set 
of circumstances that warrants a response to that 
particular situation. Beker has emphasized this 
contingency, }° which is undeniable. When the 
Pauline Letters are examined, however, it also be- 
comes clear that there is a consistent personality 
standing behind Paul’s letters (this is true of what- 
ever corpus is accepted as genuine, usually by vir- 
tue of the criterion of consistency by which these 
corpora are defined). There is a transcontingent, or 
more universal, set of beliefs that must also be con- 
sidered when analyzing Paul’s letters. Some wish 
to say that Paul is hopelessly contradictory, even 
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within a given letter (and many of these comments 
refer to Romans), but such deconstructive criticism 
neither forms a sound interpretative model nor is 
borne out by the evidence at hand. It usually re- 
flects a half-hearted effort to come to terms with 
the complexities with which Paul deals. In light of 
the ongoing discussion regarding Romans, how- 
ever, there are at least eight proposals regarding 
purpose worth mentioning. 

(1) Compendium of the Christian Religion. The 
traditional view of Romans, summarized in Mel- 
anchthon’s phrase that Romans is a compendium 
of the Christian religion, is that the letter is as close 
to a systematic theology as is found in Paul’s writ- 
ings. The contention is that Paul has taken the oc- 
casion—writing to a church that he has not visited 
but that figures importantly in his future travel 
plans—to set out the major tenets of Christian be- 
lief, and he does so in a highly systematic and orga- 
nized way, but within the letter form. This position 
tends to minimize the contingent elements of 
Paul’s presentation, including the relevance of spe- 
cific contextual factors, and emphasizes the major 
doctrines that constitute the Pauline gospel, in- 
cluding justification by faith, human sinfulness, 
the role of Adam and Christ, sanctification, recon- 
ciliation, the relations of Jews and Gentiles, and the 
role of the state. This position was virtually un- 
challenged until the work of Baur in the early nine- 
teenth century!#! and still has enduring currency. 
It is reflected most recently perhaps in Moo's com- 
mentary on Romans and in the work of Wright.!°2 
Wright has combined it with Paul’s missionary 
motive, in the sense that Paul’s mission is founded 
on his theology—the two are seen to be inseparable. 

There are two major objections to this position: 
(1) it appears to minimize the context or the cir- 
cumstances to the point that it appears this letter 
could have been written to virtually any Christian 
community anywhere at any time; and (2) many of 
what some scholars would consider major Chris- 
tian doctrines are lacking in Romans, making it at 
best an incomplete (and hence flawed?) compen- 
dium. Some of the subjects often cited as lacking 
are eschatology, Christology, the doctrine of the 
church, the Lord’s Supper or Eucharist, and marriage. 
These two objections are not, however, strong. 
Romans has spoken to widely varying Christian 
communities throughout the last two millennia, 
probably more so than any other Pauline letter and 
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even any other NT book. Besides, there is nothing 
inherently contradictory in saying that a work can 
be written with full consideration of a particular 
situation and, at the same time, with larger theo- 
logical motives in mind. The second objection can- 
not be taken too seriously. One only needs to look 
at the list presented above to see that there are two 
major objections to it. The first is that it is not an 
accurate characterization of Romans. In what 
sense can it be said that Christology is not a major 
concern of the book?? It is clear from Paul's argu- 
mentative line that he predicates all of Christian 
existence—justification, reconciliation, and sancti- 
fication—upon the work of Christ (e.g., 1:3-4) and 
Christ’s ongoing ministry through his Spirit 
(8:36—39). For example, in ch. 5, where Paul speaks 
of reconciliation, he states explicitly three times 
(vv. 1, 11, 21) that it was accomplished “through 
our Lord Jesus Christ”; these statements frame the 
entire chapter. The second objection is that the im- 
portance of many of these missing doctrines is a 
matter of dispute. The lack of any particular doc- 
trine in Romans may be significant, but this does 
not necessarily reveal a deficiency in Romans. Sev- 
eral of the doctrines mentioned above have only 
limited relevance in the other Pauline Letters as 
well (e.g., the Lord’s Supper, which is only dis- 
cussed in 1 Corinthians).!34 

(2) Manifesto of Paul’s Deepest Convictions. 
Manson has argued a position that, in some ways, 
addresses one of the major objections to the first 
position, the letter as a compendium of the Chris- 
tian religion. He claims that Romans was sent orig- 
inally to the churches at both Rome (chs. 1—15:23 
or 33) and Ephesus (chs. 1-16) and reflects not a 
full-blown compendium of all major Christian doc- 
trine but, rather, the ideas that were deepest in 
Paul’s thought.!°° Paul had first to go to Jerusalem, 
but he was also going to Rome on the way farther 
west. Unable to visit Ephesus, he sent this letter to 
both, in a larger form for the Ephesians. This would 
account for the names in ch. 16 that seem to be as- 
sociated with Ephesus and for the fact that, in some 
manuscripts, the Roman destination is missing (see 
sec. 5, below, on the text-critical issues). Thus, the 
letter is expanded in its scope from being a letter 
addressed to a single church to a type of circular 
letter. 

The objections to this position are several, 
however. The first is that, in light of extant exter- 


nal textual evidence, there is not a strong case to 
be made for the text circulating in a form that only 
included chs. 1-15. Besides, this would make for a 
somewhat abrupt and truncated close and an un- 
natural Pauline ending. The second objection ques- 
tions why Paul would convey his deepest convic- 
tions to the church at Rome. It is understandable 
that a revised form would be sent to the church at 
Ephesus (the textual difficulties remain, however), 
but why Rome and not Corinth, or Antioch, or an- 
other church closely associated with him? Paul had 
never been to Rome, so why would he send a medi- 
tation upon his deepest convictions to a church 
other than one he had founded? It is more under- 
standable that he would send a compendium of 
Christian belief to a church that he anticipated vis- 
iting, rather than an exposition of his deepest beliefs. 

(3) Last Will and Testament. Bornkamm has 
argued that Paul was facing an unknown future 
on his contemplated journey to Jerusalem with 
the collection from the churches in Greece and 
Macedonia.!*° If the record in Acts 21:17-26 is to 
be trusted at this point (and it seems very likely 
that it is, since it creates a very plausible course 
of events in which the Jerusalem church is impli- 
cated in Paul’s arrest; see ch. 9, sec. 3, above), 
Paul had every reason to wonder about the re- 
ception that would await him in Jerusalem (Rom 
15:31). His missionary ventures had been closely 
watched, and his proclamation of the gospel had 
aroused suspicion. For whatever reason, perhaps 
Paul had some sense or direct warning regarding 
the Jerusalem church; after all, he had been the 
center of controversy before (see Acts 15:1—5; Gal 
2:1-10). In anticipation of the troubles that may 
have been awaiting him, Paul took this occasion 
of writing to the Christian community at Rome to 
provide a permanent record of his message, as a 
forecast of the preaching and missionary minis- 
try he wished to continue. Consequently, there is 
a balance maintained in the letter that reflects 
one of his persistent battles and perhaps one of 
the issues to be faced in Jerusalem—legalism and 
antinomianism (opposition to the law). He had 
been accused of being an antinomian, but he was 
anxious to show that neither he nor the Chris- 
tian faith was either antinomian or legalistic. 
There is insight to be gained from consideration 
of this view, especially in light of the circum- 
stances that befell Paul. 
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Nevertheless, several other objections must be 
considered. First, why did Paul choose to write this 
kind of a letter to Rome, a church that he had 
never visited? Bornkamm tries to make it clear that 
this is not the last will and testament of a person 
who anticipates he will not be able to carry on his 
ministry. If that is true, then in what sense is it a 
last will and testament? Furthermore, if it were to 
be his last, Paul may well have poured out his 
theological heart to his friends, certainly to one of 
the churches that could have been expected to 
maintain the Pauline mission. Second, does the 
kind of situation that Bornkamm posits appear in 
the letter? Does it reflect the unsettled state upon 
which this sort of view is predicated? To be sure, 
there are references to uncertainty regarding the 
church at Jerusalem (Rom 15:31), but this is offset 
by Paul's conviction that he is determined to make 
his way to Rome on his way to Spain after visiting 
Jerusalem (15:24). By comparison, Romans has 
none of the gloom found in passages such as 2 Cor 
10-13 or especially 2 Tim 4:6—7 (which Bornkamm 
considers deuteropauline), where Paul seems genu- 
inely exhausted and concerned regarding the future. 

(4) Apology to Jerusalem. It has been argued 
(though probably inaccurately) that the distin- 
guishing mark of all of the genuine Pauline Letters 
is mention of the collection (e.g., 1 Cor 16:1-4; 2 
Cor 8:1-9:15).137 This seems to be predicated upon a 
presumption about which letters are authentic. 
The point is still well taken that the collection is 
important in Paul’s thinking. Consequently, it has 
been posited that Romans, though addressed to the 
Roman churches and apparently formally directed 
towards them, is in fact a letter that is “addressed 
to Jerusalem,”!® That is, it was written with Jeru- 
salem in mind, as if it were being overheard by that 
church, so that it would accept Paul’s ministry 
along with his collection and so that he could over- 
come any possible objections it may have had to 
what he had been teaching in his missionary jour- 
neys. It is even possible that what he was writing 
in the letter was a dress rehearsal for the kind of 
speech that he would deliver to the leaders of the 
church in Jerusalem. 

As seen above, Paul’s concern regarding his re- 
ception in Jerusalem was valid; nevertheless, it is 
dubious that Romans is best seen as an apology to 
Jerusalem. There are three objections. (a) This let- 
ter provides only an indirect way of offering an 
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apology to the Jerusalem church for his belief and 
behavior, since it is sent in the completely opposite 
direction, that is, to Rome. Jerusalem is not men- 
tioned in the letter in any way that would indicate 
that Paul is concerned that the letter he is sending 
to Rome might reach those in Jerusalem (the refer- 
ence in Rom 15:31 is completely insufficient to sug- 
gest that). Furthermore, there is material in the 
letter that would hardly appeal to Jews, especially 
an audience that Paul was trying to please (see 
Rom 4, 11). (b) The collection, while it might pro- 
vide a suitable occasion for writing the letter, hardly 
constitutes a sufficient purpose for writing such a 
lengthy and involved letter. This is clear when one 
notes that references to the collection are minimal. 
(c) It is unclear how this letter would help Paul 
achieve his apologetic purpose with Jerusalem, even 
if the letter were forwarded or served as a commen- 
dation on his behalf. 

(5) Letter of Self-Introduction. Perhaps a more 
realistic option is that Paul wrote this letter as a 
letter of self-introduction, possibly verging on an 
apologetic letter)? According to this theory, Paul 
wrote to the Roman Christians so that they would 
welcome him and speed him on his way to Spain 
(1:11-15; 15:24, 28). A certain amount of rapport 
was needed with members of that church so that 
they would be receptive to him and his gospel, 
since he might well be in need of financial support 
(prepared by his mention of the collection and his 
work on behalf of the church in Jerusalem). In the 
letter, Paul displays many of the features one would 
expect from a teacher or an apologist. For example, 
he uses the diatribe, a dialogical form of persuasion 
used by philosopher-teachers in the Hellenistic world 
(see ch. 9, sec. 2). In the epistolary convention, 
Paul of course writes both sides of the dialogue, but 
he raises issues, explains ideas, raises objections, 
and responds to them, all as a way of leading his 
audience through his argument. Whether one 
characterizes this as teaching the essentials of the 
Pauline gospel or as an attempt to provide an apol- 
ogetic for Christian faith, Paul is seen as creating a 
useful platform for the continuation of his mission- 
ary work in the west. Just as Corinth, Ephesus, and 
Antioch had provided platforms for his work in the 
eastern Mediterranean, he envisioned Rome as his 
platform for moving farther west. 

Appreciation of Paul’s literary and philosoph- 
ical techniques is crucial to understanding the 
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way in which he promotes his gospel; neverthe- 
less, there are some legitimate objections to this 
position. (a) Paul seems to be engaging in too 
heavy a theology for just a simple attempt to say 
hello and introduce himself to the Romans. Would 
he not risk an adverse response by the Roman 
Christians if he touched on some disputed issue 
or if he, an outsider, delved into the issue of Jew- 
ish and Gentile relations? The counterargument 
is that it is not like Paul to change his approach 
or be overly concerned with offending his audi- 
ence. This is one of his great points of consis- 
tency. (b) This kind of approach is not consistent 
with what Paul does elsewhere: he does not lay 
out his gospel for others to examine for approval. 
The church at Rome, however, was unique in 
Paul’s experience. Even though he had possibly 
not visited the church at Colossae, he had at least 
been instrumental in its evangelization. And al- 
though he used other churches as bases, he had 
either been sent from them or been responsible 
for bringing the Christian message to them (e.g., 
Corinth and Ephesus). Now Paul was entering a 
new phase in his ministry, and perhaps it is a 
tribute to his abilities that he was able to adjust 
to the new situation. (c) It is difficult to believe 
that Paul was so unknown to the church at Rome 
that it warranted such an extended introduction, 
unless he had been misrepresented to the Romans 
by others and felt a need to clarify his gospel. If 
he were that unknown, it seems likely that he 
would have needed more than simply the Letter 
to the Romans to serve as an introduction. (d) 
The references to his visit to Rome are, at best, 
vague (1:11-13; 15:24, 28). Indeed, his plans seem 
to center more on Spain and less on Rome. Rome 
appears only incidental as a place that he would 
be visiting as he passed through to the west. 

(6) Providing the Roman Church with an Apos- 
tolic Grounding. Klein has argued that Paul wrote 
Romans as a letter to refound the church so that it 
would have an apostolic grounding to which it 
could point.!*° According to this position, Paul 
views some churches as full and complete, and oth- 
ers he does not. Paul says in 15:20 that he does not 
build upon another’s foundation, but this can be 
reconciled with 1:15 and his eagerness to preach in 
Rome if it is seen that the church does not in fact 
have the kind of foundation that he sees as neces- 
sary for an apostolic church. 


There are several substantive objections to this 
position, however. (a) It is difficult to quantify 
what exactly the Roman church would lack by not 
having an apostolic foundation such as outlined by 
Klein. For example, Paul says in the letter that they 
are full of knowledge, capable, and proclaimers of 
the faith (1:6-16; 15:14—-23). In fact, in 1:6, Paul 
characterizes the Romans as being “among” the 
Gentiles who have become obedient to the faith, 
making it unlikely that he is distinguishing them in 
any meaningful way. (b) Even if it could be proven 
from Romans that Paul is forcefully asserting his 
apostolic authority (which he does not appear to be 
emphasizing; see 1:12), this would not necessarily 
mean that he is doing so to found or refound the 
church there. The evidence of such a refounding is 
absent. (c) No other situation such as Klein’s re- 
construction—where a church has no apostolic 
founding and is seen to have some form of liability 
or detriment as a result—is found in the NT. 

(7) Gentile and Jewish Relations. There are two 
major theories that the purpose of Romans is tied 
up with Gentile and Jewish relations. 

(a) The first depends upon the scenario sug- 
gested by Baur about the divide in early Christian- 
ity between Petrine, or Jewish, and Hellenistic, or 
Pauline, elements.!*! This position argues that the 
letter was the earliest support for this great Gentile 
church in Rome, opposing the Jewish Christians 
there. According to this theory, Paul wanted to be 
able to deliver the picture of a unified Gentile Chris- 
tianity when he presented his collection in Jerusa- 
lem, so this letter has nothing to do with Rome per 
se but with Rome as a church of Gentiles to which 
Paul can point as a noteworthy and significant 
success in support of his position as representative 
of the Hellenistic side of the equation. 

As much truth as there may be to the conflict 
between Jewish and Hellenistic elements in the 
early church, there are limitations to this position. 
(1) There are too many specific references in the 
letter for it to be unconcerned with the church at 
Rome (see, e.g., 1:8-15; 13:1-7; chs. 14-15). (2) There 
are also too many references to the Jews, including 
lengthy discussion in chs. 9-11, for a letter that is 
merely designed to present a unified picture of Gen- 
tile Christianity. (3) No other letter does this, mak- 
ing it difficult to posit that Romans figures into a 
strategy for which it is the only evidence. (4) If the 
dispute in the early church is primarily an ethnic 


one, why is the issue not addressed in this way? 
There is far too much that is comprehensive in 
scope, including description of Jews and Gentiles in 
religious terms, to provide an argument that this 
letter is concerned only to promote the Hellenistic 
side of the argument. 

(b) The second theory holding that Romans 
concerns Gentile and Jewish relations is represented 
by Minear and Watson and has already been dis- 
cussed above regarding the balance between Jews 
and Gentiles in the Roman church. This position 
argues that divergent communities are being ad- 
dressed, possibly the weak (Jewish) and the strong 
(Gentile), according to Watson, or groups differing 
in status, according to Minear. This theory takes 
seriously the conditional and contingent nature of 
the Pauline writings, and the specific references 
within the letter, especially those in the parenetic 
section. According to this position, Paul perhaps 
gives something to each side in the dispute. For ex- 
ample, the Jews are allowed to retain pride in Abra- 
ham, while the Gentiles can see themselves as grafted 
onto the tree that Israel once solely occupied. The 
goal is to establish unity “in Christ,” in that even 
though all are sinners, they share the same gospel. 

There are two major objections to this recon- 
struction (besides those noted above regarding the 
composition of the church). (1) This theory does 
not seem to offer help in understanding Romans 
until chs. 14-15. Interpreting the weak and the 
strong as referring to Jews and Gentiles leaves the 
vast bulk of the letter unexplained. (2) It is not 
clear that the weak and the strong are being ad- 
dressed as divergent communities. The issue of 
what it means to be “in Christ” is addressed, but 
not enough is known of the composition of the 
church to make firm equations with particular 
groups. 

There is no consensus regarding the purpose of 
Paul’s writing the Letter to the Romans; neverthe- 
less, several important points must be kept in mind. 
First, its status as a letter—a real letter written to a 
genuine Christian community—must be main- 
tained. This is important for studying any of the 
letters, but Romans in particular, since so little is 
known of the relationship between the church and 
Paul. Second, one cannot avoid the confrontation 
with major theological categories in this letter. Not 
all of Paul’s theology may be discussed in it, but 
much important theology is. Apparently, since the 
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letter reflects beliefs that he considers very impor- 
tant, he structures his argument differently from 
any of his other letters. By doing so, he does come 
close to systematically presenting his theology. 


5, Textual Issues 


As noted in the above discussion, there are sev- 
eral issues of textual criticism that have direct bear- 
ing on understanding Romans, 


a. Romans 15 and 16. Romans 15 and 16 are in 
nearly every manuscript of Romans, but the ques- 
tion is whether they belong there (e.g., a Latin 
summary of Codex Amiatinus does not describe 
15:1-16:24; Tertullian’s Against Marcion seems to 
imply that Marcion did not know chs. 15 and 16; 
and the descriptions of some other manuscripts 
seem to imply that ch. 16 was missing).!4? The diffi- 
culty is suggested by the placement of the doxol- 
ogy, which is usually found in 16:25-27 but is also 
sometimes found in other places in various manu- 
scripts (e.g., after ch. 16 only; after chs. 14 and 16; 
after ch. 14 only, with and without ch. 16; and 
after ch. 15 only). Its movable placement suggests 
that there were different versions of the letter, to 
which other chapters may have been added. The 
textual debate concerns how to account for ver- 
sions that may have had only chs. 1-14 or chs. 
1-15, if in fact they ever existed. (This textual issue 
is considered by some as the most complex in the 
entire NT.) Compounding the difficulty is the con- 
tent of ch. 16, which includes a surprisingly large 
number of people to be greeted, especially since 
Paul had never been to the church at Rome. How 
would Paul know these people? Usually he does not 
greet those he does not know. Who are these 
people? There is speculation regarding a few of 
them, but for the most part, they are unknown, 
even though some of the names were popular in 
the Hellenistic world.!*3 Paul had not been to Rome, 
but he had spent a long time in Ephesus (over two 
years according to Acts 19). Indeed, Priscilla and 
Aquila, mentioned in Rom 16:3, are last seen in 
Ephesus in Acts 18:19, and Paul calls Epaenetus in 
Rom 16:5 the “first convert in Asia” (Ephesus was 
capital of the Roman province of Asia). These 
points of connection have suggested a relationship 
of Rom 16 to Ephesus (see the views of Manson and 
others in sec. 4, just above). 
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The textual evidence in Romans suggests a 
number of possible forms of the original letter.!4 

(1) Romans 1-16 as the Entire Letter. In a lengthy 
and informative treatment of the issues, Gamble 
maintains that a recent consensus has been reached 
that chs. 1-16 constitute the Letter to the Romans,!*° 
although some say that the doxology found at 
16:25-27 was added later, perhaps by Marcion, to 
supply a suitable ending. This is the position that 
we find most convincing and from which our anal- 
ysis is taken. 

(2) Romans 1-16 Abbreviated to a Circular Let- 
ter of 1-14 or 1-15. This view maintains the integ- 
rity of the original letter (chs. 1-16), as in the first 
position above, but argues that a later circular let- 
ter was created, which consisted of either chs. 1-14 
or chs, 1-15.46 This would account for the prob- 
lems at 1:7 and 15 in a few late manuscripts, where 
“Rome” is omitted. The problem with this position 
is that it would mean ending the letter at 14:23, in 
the middle of an argument that goes all the way to 
15:13. Another problem is that it overlooks specific 
references in 1:8-15 that are picked up near the end 
of ch. 15. Romans 15:33 is a somewhat better place 
to end the letter, but then there is no epistolary 
closing, which it would have been necessary to at- 
tach and for which there is no external textual 
evidence. 

(3) Romans 1-14 as a Circular Letter. It has 
been argued that chs. 1-14 were originally written 
as a Circular letter and then ch. 15 was added later 
when the letter was sent to Rome.!*” The support 
for this supposedly comes from the general nature 
of the letter apart from chs.'1 and 15-16. But the 
question is raised why this letter would consist of 
chs. 1-14, since the letter breaks off in the middle of 
an argument that goes to 15:13, as noted above 
about the second position. Furthermore, there is no 
alternative address to suggest any other recipients. 
In addition, there is the problem of ch. 16 and 
where it came from. Was it a letter addressed to 
Ephesus (see 4th position)? 

(4) Romans 1-15 as a Circular Letter. This the- 
ory holds that chs. 1-15 were originally written as 
a circular letter, to which ch. 16, addressed to 
Ephesus, was attached. According to this position, 
there are two alternative scenarios. In the first, ch. 
16 was the entire letter to the Ephesians, a small 
letter that accompanied and served as a cover letter 
for the larger Romans 1-15.'48 But is it possible 


that an entire Pauline letter was made up essen- 
tially of a list of greetings and other names? The 
second scenario—one with widespread appeal ear- 
lier in this century—is that ch. 16 was part of a 
larger letter to the Ephesians and was later at- 
tached to Romans.!*” The problem with this theory 
is that there is no other reference to any other let- 
ter (as there is in Col 4:16 regarding the letter to 
the Laodiceans), and it would be extremely odd for 
only this part of an Ephesian letter to be kept. This 
position seems to work too hard to establish the 
Ephesian connection, on the basis of fairly slender 
evidence. Paul had many acquaintances, and they 
were not necessarily confined to Ephesus (especially 
since similar names have been found in Rome). It 
is entirely possible that Priscilla and Aquila had 
returned from Ephesus to Rome, since they apparently 
traveled quite a bit (Acts 18:18). In addition, why 
would such extensive descriptions of the individu- 
als have been provided in the posited letter to the 
Ephesians, whom Paul would have already known? 
The elaborate nature of the chapter seems to point 
away from an Ephesian reception. And again, 
there is the problem that Rom 15:33 is not the most 
natural close for a Pauline letter (see 2d position). 

(5) Romans 1-14 as a Marcionite Letter. Sanday 
and Headlam, followed by Bruce, argued that 
Marcion, the second-century Roman heretic who 
was excommunicated in A.D. 144, in arguing for a 
radical form of Christianity with a severe dichot- 
omy between faith and law, may have edited the 
Letter to the Romans.’ The result of other Marcionite 
editing appears to have been the exclusion of sig- 
nificant portions of the NT that emphasized the OT. 
The result was a corpus that consisted of an edited 
form of the Gospel of Luke and ten Pauline Letters, 
excluding the Pastorals and Hebrews. Perhaps 
Marcion cut ch. 15 because it had too much OT in 
it, besides objectionable passages (e.g., 15:4, 8). As 
tempting as this theory is, there is simply too little 
knowledge of the situation to substantiate it thor- 
oughly, even though Origen states that Marcion 
abridged Romans at 14:23 (Comm. Rom. 14:23 [PG 
14:1290]). There are other texts with no Marcionite 
influence that have shorter readings. Nevertheless, 
since many of the early church fathers, such as 
Tertullian, do not cite chs. 15 and 16, this has con- 
tinued to be a very attractive explanation.) 

(6) Romans 1-15 as Catholic Generalization. 
This theory argues that the abbreviated form of the 


letter was a conscious revision done for legitimate 
purposes of catholic or universal instruction. Be- 
cause of the more specific Roman content of the 
final chapter, this theory holds that to use the let- 
ter in the wider church without losing valuable 
material, a shorter form was made for instructional 
purposes. There are two major problems with this 
position. The first is that there is little substantive 
proof that the letter was in fact used in this way. 
The second is that other Pauline letters with ma- 
terial specific to their intended audiences have not 
been abbreviated. 


b. Doxology. The placement of the doxology 
(16:25-27) has proved very important in textual 
criticism of Romans. The fact that the doxology ap- 
pears in a variety of places in different manuscripts 
has given rise to speculation regarding the original 
integrity of the entire letter.1>? In many of the best 
and earliest manuscripts (including p? X BC and 
many others), the doxology is found at the end of 
ch. 16. It is printed there in almost all English 
Bibles; in the rest, it is printed at the end of ch. 14. 
The text-critical evidence for its placement in the 
latter location is very weak, consisting of mostly 
late manuscripts (Y and the Majority Text). A few 
manuscripts have it at the end of both chs. 14 and 
16 (A P and others). A third place for the doxology 
is at the end of ch. 15, as in ne (ca. 200), the early 
Alexandrian papyrus. This is the earliest manu- 
script with the doxology, but it also includes 
16:1—23 after the doxology; it is unclear what this 
indicates. The fourth alternative is for the doxology 
to be omitted altogether, but this apparently occurs 
only in a few late manuscripts (F G 629) and in what 
we know of Marcion’s text from Origen’s comments 
on 16:25-27 in his commentary on Romans. 


6. Outline of Romans 


A. Opening (1:1~7) 
1. Sender (1:1-6) 
2. Addressee (1:7) 
3. Greeting (1:7) 

B. Thanksgiving (1:8-17) 
1. Paul’s thoughts for the Roman church 
(1:8-15) 
2. Summary statement of the basis for 
thanksgiving: Justification and 
sanctification (life) equal reconciliation 
(1:16-17) 


Chapter 10 / The Pauline Letters 461 


C. Body (1:18-11:36) 
1. The human predicament revealed 
(1:18-3:20) 
2. Justification as the solution to the 
human sinful (legal) condition 
(3:21-4:25) 
3. Reconciliation as the fulfillment of 
justification and the anticipation of 
sanctification (5:1—21) 
4. Sanctification for the Christian 
believer (6:1-8:39) 
5. God’s faithfulness despite Israel's 
rejection (9:1—-11:36) 

D. Parenesis (12:1—15:33) 
1. Individual behavior (12:1-13:14) 
2. Group behavior (14:1-15:13) 
3. Apostolic presence (15:14—33) 

E. Closing (16:1-27) 
1. Commendation and greetings (16:1-16) 
2. Closing warning (16:17-20) 
3. Personal greetings (16:21—23) 
4. Doxology (16:[24]-27) 


3. THE PRISON EPISTLES 
A. Philippians 
1. The City of Philippi 


Philippi was located in the eastern part of the 
Roman province of Macedonia.!** It was not, 
properly speaking, a Greek city (as Greece was in 
the Roman province of Achaia), but because 
Macedonia and Greece proper had been under 
common control since the time of Alexander the 
Great’s father, Philip II of Macedon, it was seen 
as Greek. 

The city was named after Alexander the Great's 
father, who began the campaigns that led to his 
son’s massive conquests. It was built upon the site 
of a small market town called Krenides, which may 
mean “well” or “spring.” In 356 B.c., Philip cap- 
tured Krenides and renamed it after himself. This 
became a greatly expanding city on what became 
the Via Egnatia, with gold mines forming the basis 
of a prosperous economy (Strabo, Geog. 7 frg. 34). 
In 42 B.C., Antony and Octavian (who became 
Augustus Caesar in 27 B.C.) defeated Brutus and 
Cassius at Philippi, and from that time retired 
Roman soldiers were routinely settled there (Strabo, 
Geog. 7 frg. 41). 
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This settlement continued after Octavian de- 
feated Antony and Cleopatra at the battle of Actium 
in 31 B.C. The population of the city was composed 
of a mix of native Macedonians, Greeks, and the 
Romans who had emigrated to Philippi. As an Au- 
gustan colony (Acts 16:12), Philippi was one of the 
four most important in the region, and by the third 
century A.D. was under the jus italicum, the law 
that gave the colony the same rights as those in 
Italy. The strong Roman presence is indicated by 
the fact that 85 percent of the inscriptions found at 
Philippi from around the first century A.D. are in 
Latin, and only 15 percent in Greek. This is un- 
usual for a Greco-Roman city of the time, because 
Greek was the lingua franca in Philippi as else- 
where, at least in most of the eastern part of the 
empire (Greek inscriptions are better represented in 
Jerusalem than they are at Philippi!). This may in- 
dicate that Paul had some facility in Latin before 
traveling to Illyricum in Dalmatia, a major Latin- 
speaking area of the empire (see Rom 15:19). Never- 
theless, when writing to the Philippian Christians, 
Paul used Greek. 

The religious climate of Philippi was syncretis- 
tic, as one might expect in a city that drew its pop- 
ulation so widely from the surrounding Roman 
world. There is inscriptional and historical evi- 
dence for a variety of cults. These include those of 
the traditional Greek gods, various oriental cults 
such as Serapis and Isis, and the imperial cult.° 
Acts’ account of Paul's visit to the city makes no 
mention of Paul beginning his missionary efforts by 
visiting a synagogue, although Acts 16:13 refers to 
a “place of prayer” (npooevxn, proseuché) where 
women congregated. There is widespread debate 
on whether to understand the “place of prayer” as 
a synagogue. Some scholars have argued that the 
“place of prayer” was the way that Diaspora Juda- 
ism referred to its formal gatherings, while other 
scholars have argued that the place was simply a 
place of prayer, possibly because there were insuffi- 
cient men to convene a synagogue.)” There is 
other evidence that there was a significant amount 
of henotheism in Philippi,°® which may have 
made Paul’s message more attractive to some of 
the city’s inhabitants.!°? The incident in Acts with 
the fortune-telling slave girl (16:16-24) may give 
some indication of the kinds of superstitious belief 
present in the city. 


The Via Egnatia between Kavalla (Neapolis) and 
Philippi (Acts 16:11-40). The primary Roman road 
extending east to west across Macedonia, it enabled 
Paul to accomplish his mission with greater ease of 

movement. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


The church at Philippi was founded on Paul’s 
second missionary journey (Acts 16:11—40) as a re- 
sult of his vision in which a man of Macedonia 
begged him to come to Macedonia to help its in- 
habitants (Acts 16:9). Paul’s entry into Macedonia 
marked the beginning of his missionary endeavor 
in what we now call Europe. It is difficult to deter- 
mine whether Paul was the first missionary in Eu- 
rope, but this may have been the case (see sec. 2.F, 
above, on the founding of the Roman church). In 
any event, this marked the beginning of Paul's ef- 
forts outside Asia Minor and was a significant turn- 
ing point in the growth of the Christian movement 
into a worldwide religion. On his first visit to Philippi, 
Paul saw results from his preaching, especially in 
the conversion of Lydia, originally from Thyatira in 
Asia Minor (see Acts 16:11-15; cf. Rev 2:18-29). She 
is described as a seller of purple. Purple dye was in 
great demand as a color indicating success and sta- 
tus, and therefore it appears that she was a suc- 
cessful businesswoman. It is not unlikely that 
Paul’s missionary endeavor appealed to the busi- 
ness and professional element of society (see discus- 
sion in sec. 2.D, above, on Corinthians). 

The evidence is uncertain, but Paul probably 
visited Philippi two more times on his travels, both 
on his third missionary journey. The second of the 
three times came as he traveled on the outward leg 
of his journey, which ended up in Greece, probably 
Corinth. Acts 20:1—2 does not state that Paul actu- 
ally visited Philippi, but it does say that he traveled 
through Macedonia. Since Philippi was the major 


The Roman forum at Philippi with the Via Egnatia in 
the foreground. Most of these ruins date after Paul’s 
ministry here. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


city he had previously visited in the area, it makes 
sense to think that he again went to Philippi, if 
only briefly, on this trip. The final time Paul visited 
Philippi was on the return leg of his third mission- 
ary journey. Acts 20:3 says that Paul decided to go 
back through Macedonia, and 20:6 indicates that 
he stopped off at Philippi.!©° Nothing more is said 
of Paul's second and third visits to Philippi, but the 
evidence from the Letter to the Philippians indi- 
cates that Paul’s relationships with the church there 
continued to be warm and close, with the Philippian 
church taking an active concern in his ministry 
(see 4:10-20 on its gift to Paul). 


2, Authorship 


Although questioned by Baur, the authorship 
of Philippians is no longer widely disputed. Philippians 
is one of the seven undisputed letters of Paul. Its 
authenticity can be seen in the way the apostle de- 
scribes himself (3:5-6), the way the letter conforms 
to what we know of the Pauline chronology (see 
Acts 16:11-40; 20:1-2, 6), the Pauline style and 
epistolary form, and the letter’s conformity with 
Pauline thought. 

Nevertheless, even for those who attribute the 
letter to Paul, not all are agreed that the entire let- 
ter was written by Paul to the Philippians at the 
same time.'®! Consequently, various interpolation 
and multiple-letter hypotheses are often suggested 
regarding the letter. 

Besides these theories, however, there are many 
who debate whether the so-called Philippian hymn 
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at 2:6-1] is authentically Pauline or an early Chris- 
tian tradition that Paul employed. The supposed 
hymn, one of the most widely discussed NT pas- 
sages, has a number of words that are unique in 
the Pauline or NT vocabulary, and its pronounced 
structure and style are not typically Pauline. Some 
theories posit that Paul incorporated a preformed 
hymn after adding several portions to conform its 
theology to his own, such as the reference to death 
on the cross (2:8). The current debate is inconclu- 
sive. Unfortunately, debate over the hymn’s origins 
has diverted attention from the major issue: how 
does Paul use the hymn in Philippians?! 


3. Literary Integrity 


There have been numerous reconstructions of 
the letter or letters,!©? some of which are outlined 
below (one author has analyzed over twenty pro- 
posals regarding the multiple-letter hypothesis.)!°* 
Commentaries and other introductions often refer 
to the longstanding debate (beginning as early as 
1803) about integrity, but this is misleading, since 
writers in the early nineteenth century were not as 
quick to find divisions in the text as some modern 
scholars are. Since 1950, discussion has increased 
dramatically. 


a. Evidence for Disunity. There are at least nine 
pieces of evidence to consider for possible disunity. 

(1) Philippians 1:27~-28 seems to refer to an im- 
pending danger without apparent knowledge of a 
specific threat, but 3:2 seems to have a particular 
group in mind and so uses a stronger admonitory 
tone. 

As will be discussed below, however, trying to 
determine the concerns and composition of the so- 
called opponents in the church at Philippi is not 
easy. We will see that the evidence is diverse and 
that it is difficult to characterize it in a straightfor- 
ward description. As a result, many have probably 
rightly decided that Paul is not responding to a 
threat to his apostleship but, rather, to various in- 
terests within the church that may well have 
threatened its unity. In light of this, it is difficult to 
posit literary divisions in the letter simply on the 
basis of statements that may imply various degrees 
of reality in a danger. Not much more can be 
drawn out of these two passages. 
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(2) Philippians 4:10-19/20, in which Paul thanks 
the Philippians for money, is thought to be too late 
in the letter to be considered an expression of sin- 
cere and heartfelt thanks. Paul had apparently re- 
ceived a significant monetary gift from the Philippian 
church, a church that he had founded. The thought 
here is that the understated way in which he ad- 
dresses the Philippians without actually saying 
“thank you” is inappropriate. 

There are several responses to this argument: 
(a) This word of thanks indicates that this is not 
the first or only communication of thanks by Paul. 
Paul could have sent oral thanks with Epaphroditus 
as the letter carrier, or he may have sent some ear- 
lier communication (e.g., 2:26). (b) Paul’s word of 
thanks is not as brief as some have posited, and 
would not have been delayed if Epaphroditus had 
not fallen ill. But since he did fall ill, it is only now 
possible for Paul to respond to the gift of the 
Philippians. (c) Paul is in fact offering thanks to the 
Philippian church in a way generally consistent 
with social conventions for gratitude in the Greco- 
Roman world.'© One must be careful not to judge 
Paul by modern standards. There was a consistent 
disparagement of overt and bombastic verbal 
thanks among the ancients. The papyrus letters 
that address the issue of thanks attest that thanks 
between friends should be like for like, not simply 
in words. This evidence indicates not that Paul was 
neglecting his duty of thanking the church at 
Philippi but that the level of friendship was very 
close between the two parties, further evidenced by 
the amount of help that Paul offers in kind to them 
through his apostolic foundation and continued 
apostolic teaching and concern. 

(3) The use of “finally” (tO AotTOv, to loipon) in 
3:1 and 4:8 is thought to be a clear indicator of divi- 
sion in the letter, implying that the material that 
comes next is the “final” word to be said. The spac- 
ing of these words of finality, especially in 3:1 com- 
bined with the word “rejoice,” indicates to some 
that this is the conclusion to each of two letters 
(see schemas below). 

It is not certain, however, that Paul or other 
ancient writers always used the word “finally” to 
close part of a letter (the papyri illustrate usage 
similar to Philippians).!©° For example, sometimes 
it appears that “finally” means no more than “then,” 
other times “finally, so far as this point or topic is 
concerned” (e.g., 1 Thess 4:1; 2 Thess 3:1)-—often 


considerably earlier than the letter's conclusion— 
and other times simply “from now on.”26 

(4) There is an abrupt change of tone at 3:2. 
Translations vary in how forcefully they render 
this verse, but most use strong words of warning 
about what is typically seen as possible opponents 
in the church. For example, the NIV renders 3:2 as 
“Watch out for those dogs, those men who do evil, 
those mutilators of the flesh.” This word of warn- 
ing is seen to be particularly strong in contrast to 
the mild tone of 3:1. 

There have been several explanations of the 
strong transition at 3:2. (a) Some have argued that 
the words themselves should not be so strongly 
rendered. Kilpatrick claims that the verb used 
should be rendered “consider.”!©8 While this may 
be true, there is still the problem of the way in 
which the opponents are characterized, in terms of 
dogs, evil-workers, and mutilators. By almost all 
accounts, these are unflattering and disparaging 
terms, probably being used to characterize Jewish 
opponents. (b) Lightfoot thinks that a possible ex- 
planation for the transition is that there was some 
sort of break between 3:1 and 2.'©° But our stan- 
dard chapter and verse divisions are often mislead- 
ing and unhelpful; it is possible that if the chapter 
division took place between 3:1 and 2, the transi- 
tion implied would not arouse the same kind of 
critical interest. Lightfoot’s point, however, was 
that perhaps something Paul heard from a new 
messenger brought to his attention a more pressing 
situation at Philippi than he had at first envisioned. 
Perhaps this led to a change of mind on how to re- 
spond to the Philippians’ situation. (c) There are 
similar abrupt transitions in other letters, but mul- 
tiple-letter hypotheses are not suggested to explain 
them (Rom 16:17; 1 Cor 15:58; Gal 3:1; 4:21; 5:12). 
Furthermore, the supposed change in tone is not as 
long-lasting as some have thought. Philippians 3:4 
and following seem to return to the more relaxed 
tone of the earlier part of the letter. This also raises 
a further question: how could an editor have left 
such a rough seam if it is as abrupt as is often spec- 
ulated? (d) It has been argued that 3:1b is stating 
that Paul is going to repeat the topics of 1:12-2:18 
or even what he had previously told them in per- 
son; this would account for any duplication in ch. 
3 of what is said earlier in the letter.1”° 

(5) Philippians 2:19-24 relates Paul’s travel plans. 
It is sometimes argued that travel plans are usually 


and better kept for the end of Pauline letters. Since 
they occur at 2:19-24, they may well indicate that 
this is in fact near the end of the letter. 

What is overlooked in this supposition is the 
fact that Paul places his travel plans in a variety of 
places in his letters. For the most part, they occur 
in the body of his letters, as does their mention in 
2:19-24 (see the outline below), but this is not al- 
ways the case. For example, in Romans, Paul un- 
usually mentions his travel plans in the thanksgiving 
portion of his letter (1:11-15), besides at the end 
(15:23-29), 

(6) The word translated “rejoice” (yalpete, 
chairete) (3:1; 4:4) is said to be used often at the be- 
ginning of papyri, but also at the conclusion in the 
sense of “farewell.” The appearance of these words 
in 3:1 and 4:4 in conjunction with “finally’—argu- 
ably similar to the way that it is used in 2 Cor 
13:11—supports the idea that the closings of two 
letters have been reached. 

Forms of this word are used in the openings of 
papyrus letters, but there is relatively little evi- 
dence for their use in this way at the end of letters. 
It is also a word that can be used in a variety of 
other ways as well. As will be seen below, one of 
the motifs of Philippians is that of joy and rejoicing. 
The use of this word is one way to express this idea, 
so it is not surprising to find it at various places 
throughout the letter. Its usage within Philippians 
is entirely idiomatic and consistent with this motif. 
Second Corinthians 13:11 is also better explained as 
use of the word in its more usual sense of “rejoice.” 

(7) A scholar has recently argued that the letter 
to the Laodiceans confirms that there were at one 
time independent Pauline letters to the church at 
Philippi.) It is not argued that the Laodicean let- 
ter that we have is actually a Pauline letter but 
that it reflects knowledge of the earlier textual tra- 
dition. The letter to the Laodiceans is a fourth-cen- 
tury Latin letter, quite clearly derivative from pas- 
sages especially in Philippians, but also in Galatians. 
The letter supposedly quotes canonical Philippians 
in order, but in its citations, according to one re- 
construction of the multiple-letter hypothesis, it 
only cites one of the letters. Thus, the failure to cite 
more than this one letter supposedly shows that 
there were independent letters at a stage earlier 
than our textual evidence. 

Textual criticism as usually employed in NT 
studies does not know any evidence of multiple 
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Philippian letters, since all of the manuscripts in 
which the letter appears have only the one Philippian 
letter. It is also important to note that the earliest 
Pauline nonfragmentary manuscript, gt (ca. A.D. 
200), includes a single Philippians. While one might 
hypothesize that the significant textual changes 
took place before this time, this is difficult to prove 
because of our limited external textual evidence be- 
fore this time. More to the point here is that if a dif- 
ferent hypothesis on the content of the original 
letters is used, the letter to the Laodiceans is seen to 
be citing at least two, if not three, of these letters; 
thus the theory not only fails to prove what it 
claims but supports the integrity hypothesis by at- 
testing to early knowledge of most parts of Philippians. 

(8) In 2:25-30 it seems to have been a long time 
since Epaphroditus was away, but in 4:18 it seems 
that he recently arrived. This would be consistent 
with a view that 4:10—20 was part of the first letter 
and 2:25-30 part of a later letter (this does not fit 
well with the two-letter hypothesis, however). 

This theory only works with a view that sees 
three or more letters; it may not even be a clear ar- 
gument for such a position, however, since 4:18 
hardly supports such a hypothesis. 

(9) Polycarp (A.D. 70-156) refers to “letters” of 
Paul (Phil. 3.2). In this hypothesis, Polycarp, as an 
early writer, had clear knowledge of several letters 
to the Philippians and conveys that information. 

In another reading of Polycarp, however, it is 
not clear that this is what Polycarp is saying. The 
statement is sufficiently ambiguous that Polycarp 
may mean multiple letters to the Philippians; or 
our canonical letter together with letters to other 
churches; or the contents of our single letter. Polycarp 
does not indicate the content of these letters. He 
may be referring not to letters addressed only to the 
Philippians but to all of the Pauline Letters, since 
by this time Paul’s letters could have been gathered 
into a letter collection available to the various Pau- 
line churches. 


b. Hypotheses of Composition. Because of the 
kinds of arguments covered above, several hypoth- 
eses have been put forward regarding the number 
of letters that lie behind the single book of Philippians 
in the NT. The multiple-letter hypotheses are nu- 
merous. Some have suggested up to five letters, but 
two or three letters are the normal number. Sev- 
eral of the more prominent hypotheses are sum- 
marized in Table 10-4 on p. 468. 
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Recent work in the areas of literary structure 
and rhetoric has attempted either to prove or to 
disprove the multiple letters of Philippians. Those 
who utilize the principles of literary and rhetorical 
analysis (see ch. 3, above) argue that Philippians 
exemplifies literary and rhetorical unity (e.g., con- 
sistently mentioned themes or a clear rhetorical 
structure) that indicate that the letter as we have it 
was composed as a unified and integral whole. 

Studies by Watson, for example, have perhaps 
aided our understanding of particular passages in 
Philippians, !” but his work is far from proving that 
Philippians was originally written as a unity. Such 
methods encounter two major problems. First, the 
critical tools being employed may not be appropri- 
ate to the task for which they are being used. It is 
not certain that the principles of literary criticism 
can and should be applied to letters as they would 
be to modern literature, and there is sustained and 
recurring criticism of applying the principles of an- 
cient rhetorical criticism to the epistolary genre, since 
rhetoric was designed with persuasive oral discourse 
in mind. Indeed, when comparison is made of other 
letters in the ancient world, one sees that they are 
often quite incoherent in shape and structure ac- 
cording to the principles of literary and rhetorical 
criticism employed. Second, attempts to discover 
the literary or rhetorical unity may be doing nothing 
more than establishing the literary and rhetorical 
competence of the redactor or redactors of the letters, 
not the original author. Hence, these tools may be 
able to produce a unified reading of Philippians, 
but they cannot be used to establish integrity. 

In recent criticism, discourse analysis has made 
a major contribution to the study of the NT, and so 
principles of discourse analysis have been employed 
to analyze the Letter to the Philippians. The results 
have, however, been ambiguous. On the one hand, 
Wolfgang Schenk, utilizing its principles in his 
commentary on Philippians, has confirmed his anal- 
ysis that the letter is composite.!”? On the other 
hand, Black, also utilizing these principles, has dis- 
covered that it is a unity.!”4 This divided opinion is 
not true of all discourse analysis; for the most part, 
discourse analysis works from the premise that dis- 
courses are cohesive, and the task of the analyst is 
to examine the text and show how the text coheres 
and how it is structured to bring certain ideas into 
prominence. One cannot begin with the idea of lit- 
erary unity or disunity and then claim to prove 


this. All that can be claimed is that the analytical 
tool has provided criteria for judging integrity. But 
the criteria themselves do not establish integrity; 
this must be established on other grounds.!”5 
Since there is no external textual attestation 
that many letters were written and sent by Paul to 
Philippi, there is the question of motivation for 
bringing the letters together. It is not difficult to 
imagine that there was a church, possibly at 
Philippi, that had a keen desire to retain the Pau- 
line letters and would oversee their consolidation 
into a single letter. But why? First, this consolida- 
tion must have occurred extremely early. To some 
extent the date of consolidation depends upon 
when the Pauline letter collection was made. If the 
collection was made around the turn of the first 
century, then the consolidation must have oc- 
curred between Paul’s death and ca. A.D. 100, a 
fairly narrow window of opportunity. But if Paul 
himself had something to do with the collection of 
his letters (this has not been proved but is worth 
considering), it is almost impossible that there was 
a window of opportunity for the consolidation (un- 
less Paul perhaps did it himself). Second, one must 
ask what kind of compulsion there was to consoli- 
date the letters. The Pauline corpus as we have it 
has several examples of multiple letters to various 
churches—Corinth, Thessalonica, and Colossae 
(with Philemon)—and to Timothy. The authorship 
of several of these has been questioned, and there is 
a multiple-letter hypothesis regarding 2 Corinthi- 
ans as well, but prima facie there is no compelling 
reason why the letters would have to be united. 
The church at Philippi may not have known of 
these multiple letters to other churches, however. 
Nevertheless, its members must have known that 
they had multiple letters, and even if only they 
knew this, it is still unclear why they would have 
consolidated them. Third, several opposing factors 
apparently compete to explain why these letters 
would have been united. On the one hand, the ar- 
gument would have to hold that the church at 
Philippi was uniting the letters together out of 
some sense of reverence for the writings of Paul. 
This makes perfect sense in light of what is known 
about reverence for Paul’s writings in the early 
church (2 Pet 3:16)176 and about the gathering of 
the Pauline corpus. On the other hand, in order to 
consolidate the letters, the church would have had 
to delete certain portions of the apostle’s words. We 


do not know what the original letters included, but 
it is a virtual certainty that we would not have all 
of the two or three letters (even aside from the de- 
leted openings and closings). When the individual 
hypothetical letters are examined for length, they 
are seen to be shorter in length than any of Paul’s 
other letters to churches. If 4:10-19/20 constitutes 
a single letter, its only rival is Philemon, a personal 
letter. This would mean that the individual letters, 
at least as they are reconstructed, would be very 
uncharacteristic of the Pauline letter. This is either 
an argument against multiple letters or an argu- 
ment that some portions of these letters have been 
excised and now lost. At the least, the openings 
and closings of the letters, except for one, have 
been edited out. Furthermore, it can be argued that 
the editor himself must have been working at 
cross-purposes. On the one hand, it was considered 
important to edit the various individual letters into 
a single whole, yet the editor did his job relatively 
badly, leaving several tell-tale signs that this was 
done (e.g., 3:1 and 2, and placement of 4:10—20). In 
conclusion, there are good reasons to read Philippians 
as a single document, especially as arguments for 
the multiple-letter hypothesis—as interesting and 
provocative as they are—remain unproved. 


4. Opponents and Occasion 


Determining the opponents and the occasion of 
the Letter to the Philippians has proved exceed- 
ingly difficult. The reasons are the diversity of evi- 
dence within the book itself and the lack of knowl- 
edge about the situation that warranted the letter’s 
being written. Definitive answers are far from certain; 
the following survey will give some idea of the options. 


a. The Evidence for the Opponents. There are four 
main passages to consider in trying to determine the 
nature of the opponents or problems at Philippi.!”” 

(1) Philippians 1:15-18. In this passage, Paul 
mentions that the gospel is being preached but not 
always out of the same good motives. Apparently 
this refers to some rivalry between Paul and other 
Christian groups. The question of importance here, 
however, is whether it refers to a problem in Philippi. 
Some have thought that Paul may be opposing a 
group of Christian missionaries who had a “divine 
man” theology—as mentioned earlier, a theology 
in which the man of God was expected to be some 
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sort of miracle worker—and that Paul as a prisoner 
did not conform to this image.!”8 By all accounts, 
Paul stood opposed to this characterization of a 
man of God because he endorsed humility, meek- 
ness, and suffering (e.g., 1:13-14, 20-24; 3:12-13). 
Perhaps these opponents questioned whether Paul 
was a legitimate apostle. 

There are three problems with this position. (a) 
The language does not make it clear that this was a 
problem at Philippi. (b) This view has difficulty 
harmonizing with the other evidence of opponents 
at Philippi, since the problem in 1:15-18 would 
seem to indicate an internal church problem, not 
one with external opponents. (c) “Divine man” the- 
ology is probably a later development, not one of 
the first century (see sec. 2.E.3, above). It is possible 
that the preachers with bad motives were part of one 
of the other groups of opponents (see the other op- 
tions), but this is only a hypothesis. Paul mentions 
these preachers in his opening section of the letter, in 
which he is discussing the general advancement of 
the gospel despite his own imprisonment (1:12-18). 
It is therefore unlikely that in 1:15-18 he is refer- 
ring to specific opponents at Philippi, and certainly 
not to a situation that threatens the church there. 

(2) Philippians 1:27-30. In this section, Paul ad- 
monishes the Philippians to stand firm in the faith 
and not to be frightened by those who oppose 
them. Paul goes on to draw a contrast between the 
opponents’ impending destruction and the Philippians’ 
salvation, but affirms that part of their calling has 
been to suffer. These statements are vague, and it is 
difficult to know whether they are made in reference 
to theologically based opponents or general adversity 


Inside the ancient prison at Philippi, where arguably 
Paul and Silas were imprisoned. 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 
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in Philippi. That the suffering they are undergoing 
or can expect to undergo may not be from religious 
conflict but, rather, from general life in society is 
perhaps supported by Paul’s saying that they are 
going through the same struggle he had gone 
through (1:30). The idea here may be that Paul is 
in prison because of the Roman authorities and it is 
the Roman authorities who are in some way caus- 
ing trouble for the Philippians. In this case, the 
passage would not be a reference to some form of 
religious opponents, even if Paul’s response reflects 
his own theological position. 

(3) Philippians 3:2-4. Paul here enjoins the 
Philippians to “beware of the dogs, beware of the 
evil workers, beware of those who mutilate the 


4:10-20 


Hypothesis 1 1:1-3:1; 4:2-9, 21-23 


3:2-4:1 


4:10-20 


1:1-2.30; 4:21-23 
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Hypothesis 3 1:3-3:1; 4:4-9, 21-23 
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MULTIPLE-LETTER HYPOTHESES FOR PHILIPPIANS 


Two-letter hypotheses 


ee 
Hypothesis 1 3:2~4:23 (or 20) Thanks for the gift 
Hypothesis 2 | 1:1-3:1 (and 4:21-23) Letter sent with Epaphroditus 


Three-letter hypotheses 


flesh.” The first two characterizations could be 
general. In light of 3:3-6, however, where Paul 
continues on about circumcision (there is an ap- 
parent play on the words “mutilation” [katatouy, 
katatomé] and “circumcision” [mepttoyn, peritomé]) 
and emphasizes his Jewish background, it is likely 
that 3:2—4 is a characterization of either Jewish or 
Jewish-Christian opponents. It is generally agreed 
that Jews did not try to compel Gentiles to be cir- 
cumcised and conform to their laws, so it is prob- 
able that Jewish Christians are in view here. In 
other words, Paul has in mind opponents similar to 
those who threatened the Galatians. He uses strong 
language to characterize these possible Judaizers, 
but it is noticeably more restrained than what he 
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Content 


Thanks for the gift 


Letter sent with Epaphroditus 


Interpolation warning readers 


Thanks for the gift 


Letter sent with Epaphroditus praising him 


Paul facing death 


Thanks for the gift 


Letter sent with Epaphroditus 


Warning regarding Judaizers 


used in Galatians (Gal 2:11-3:5, esp. 2:21—3:1); this 
has caused some to doubt the identification. There 
are several possible responses, however. One is that 
Paul, in his experience and age, has mellowed in 
his approach to such problems. A second is that al- 
though the opponents are similar, the threat is not 
seen to be as strong, possibly because the Jewish 
population in Philippi was at best quite small. These 
Judaizers could have come from outside Philippi, 
but in any case, no significant Jewish presence has 
been discovered at Philippi, making it difficult to 
believe that significant numbers were involved. 

(4) Philippians 3:18-19. In these verses (cf. also 
3:11-16), Paul draws attention to those who live 
lives as enemies of the cross, whose god is their 
stomach and whose glory is in their shame. Their 
minds are on earthly things. Paul is apparently ad- 
dressing those with libertine tendencies, who in- 
dulge their appetites in an unhealthy way. The 
emphasis is perhaps upon gluttony and nudity. 
Some have suggested that this indicates that the 
opponents in Philippi were some form of proto- 
gnostics or those with an overrealized eschatology 
(they believe that the eschaton had already begun), 
such as were also possibly found at Corinth. Some 
people who had gnostic tendencies became ascet- 
ics, but others took an opposite turn and became 
overly indulgent. The probable reasoning was that 
since earthly substance was illusory and hence ul- 
timately did not matter, indulgence was a viable 
option with no enduring consequences. Similarly, 
if those to whom Paul refers had an overrealized es- 
chatology, they may well have believed that they 
had already entered into the eschaton and that 
therefore their spiritual situation was secure, with 
the result that they could indulge with impunity. 
Fee, however, points out that this group is men- 
tioned nowhere else in the letter than in this tear- 
ful description and may better serve as a general 
description of those Paul has previously told them 
about, but not present opponents.! 


b. Occasion and Purpose. In light of the proposals 
above, describing the occasion and purpose of com- 
position may well involve the following factors. 

(1) Paul’s Assessment. Paul wished to offer an 
assessment of his current situation to the church at 
Philippi, one that had recently demonstrated its 
continued concern and support for his work by giv- 
ing a helpful gift (4:10-19/20). To this gift, Paul ap- 
pears to have responded in a way that was fitting 
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for close personal friends (see sec. 3.a.3, above, of 
this discussion of Philippians regarding reciprocal 
thanks). Furthermore, he wishes to tell them why 
Epaphroditus and not Timothy is returning to them. 
It is because of this close friendship and concern 
that Paul addresses several other issues. By inform- 
ing the Philippian church of his own suffering yet 
joyful attitude (1:12-26; 2:24)—expecting release 
yet desiring the benefits of heaven—Paul is able to 
teach them the importance of remaining joyful even 
amidst adversity. He commends himself and Christ 
as examples. He acknowledges that there has been 
opposition to his ministry in various quarters, some 
taking advantage of his imprisonment for their 
own selfish gains, but he is willing to accept this as 
long as the gospel is preached. 8° 

(2) Paul’s Opponents. For the most part, Paul is 
concerned with commending the Philippians for their 
unity, for their good thinking, and for being a source 
of joy to him (1:5; 2:2; 1:19; etc.). But he is also aware 
that other influences may have crept into the church 
that might threaten their unity and their having the 
mind of Christ (4:2—3). Here he offers words of warn- 
ing regarding the opponents. Recent research has 
emphasized the possibility and even likelihood that 
the situation in Philippi was a complex one that in- 
volved several competing interests.!8! One of these 
appears to have been the influence of Judaizers. They 
probably were only a small group within Philippi, or 
a group of outsiders who were arguing that the 
Philippian Christians needed to participate in Jewish 
rituals. The influence of this group was not as pro- 
nounced or as advanced as it had been in Galatia, 
and so Paul did not respond as forcefully. The influ- 
ence of this group of Judaizers may have been aided 
by the situation in Philippi. As mentioned above, 
Philippi was a Roman colony, in which Roman law 
was clearly exercised and where the emperor cult 
was probably beginning to grow (see ch. 3, sec. 3). 
Even if the Jews did not have special rights as a “rec- 
ognized religion” (religio licita) within the Roman 
Empire, being a Jew did permit them a certain amount 
of latitude regarding participation in certain rituals of 
Roman religion, especially in a world as religiously 
complex as the Roman. Gentiles who decided to be- 
come followers of Christ, however, would not have 
had as much latitude and may have found them- 
selves forced to make a decision how to respond to 
the pressures of pagan religion. This would have 
raised questions of what it meant to be a “good citizen” 
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of Philippi and of heaven. The Judaizers would have 
been offering a way to continue being Christians and 
to resist some of the pressures of pagan worship. To 
this Paul responds in two ways. First, he informs 
them that their status as believers is determined by a 
spiritual or internal transformation, not by outward 
signs. Second, he reminds them that their citizenship 
and duty to be good citizens are defined in terms of 
what is required of them as followers of Christ. His re- 
sponse was formulated in language similar to that of 
the Stoics regarding appropriate behavior. 


5. Date and Place of Writing 


A more detailed treatment of the issue of the 
Pauline imprisonment can be found in ch. 9, above. 
This section draws attention to issues that relate 
specifically to Philippians. 

If Paul wrote Philippians during an Ephesian 
imprisonment, he would have written the letter ei- 
ther in A.D. 52/53 during his first Ephesian visit or, 
more likely, somewhere between A.D. 53 and 55 
during his lengthy two-year stay. If Paul wrote 
Philippians during his Cesarean imprisonment, he 
would have written the letter in A.D. 57-60. If he 
wrote it during his Roman imprisonment, he would 
have written it in A.D. 61-62. 

According to the discussion of imprisonment in 
ch. 9, above, Paul most likely wrote the Prison 
Epistles during the Roman imprisonment, but sev- 
eral other factors internal to Philippians point in 
this same direction. 


a. Praetorian Guard. In Phil 1:13, Paul mentions 
the praetorian guard. This was a special detach- 
ment of soldiers assigned to the emperor. Since 
being the emperor of the Roman Empire was a pre- 
carious occupation (half of the emperors of the first 
century were murdered or died under mysterious 
circumstances), in part because of the political in- 
trigue in which the emperor had to participate to 
maintain his status, the emperors maintained a 
special group of soldiers to try to ensure their pro- 
tection. It is possible that other cities may have had 
detachments of the praetorian guard (and it ap- 
pears that Philippi had such a detachment), espe- 
cially cities visited frequently by the emperor, but a 
reference to the praetorian guard would most likely 
mean the guard in Rome, since it is known for cer- 
tain that they were there. 


b. Those of Caesar’s Household. Reference to 
Caesar’s household in 4:22 has often been misinter- 
preted. It probably does not mean that some close 
to Caesar had become followers of Christ but that 
some persons within the vast expanse of Caesar’s 
household were followers. They could have in-- 
cluded lowly servants and slaves and even individuals 
higher up. Caesar's household encompassed all those 
in the employ of Caesar for domestic and adminis- 
trative duties. It is likely that some of his household 
were in other cities where Caesar maintained resi- 
dences, but the largest contingent was in Rome. 


c. Historical and Personal Context. Paul was in 
prison but possibly nearing release (1:7, 19-27; 
2:24). His references to a possible release make the 
most sense in terms of a Roman imprisonment, for 
he is confident that due process will result in his re- 
lease and that there is no higher authority to 
which appeal against accusations can be made. 


6. Outline of Philippians'®* 


A. Opening (1:1-2) 
1. Sender (1:1) 
2. Addressee (1:1) 
3. Greeting (1:2) 

B. Thanksgiving (1:3-11) 

1. Thanksgiving proper (1:3-8) 
2. Prayer/intercession (1:9-11) 

C. Body: Living Christ’s example (1:12-2:30) 
1. Formal opening: The advance of the 
gospel (1:12-18) 

2. Paul’s situation (1:19-26) 

3. Living the Christian life worthy of 
Christ's gospel (1:27-2:18) 

4. Pauline travelogue (2:19-30) 

D. Parenesis (3:1—4:20) 
1, Introduction: Repetition as a safeguard 
(3:1) 
2. Opponents not to be followed (3:2-6) 
3. Summary of Paul’s theology (3:7-11) 
4, Striving for perfection (3:12—-4:1) 
5. Exhortation to unity and joy and 
peace in personal relations (4:2-9) 
6. Word of thanks for the Philippians’ 
gift (4:10-19) 

E. Closing (4:20-23) 
1. Doxology (4:20) 
2. Greetings (4:21-22) 
3. Grace benediction (4:23) 


EAs deed ahaa lst hei a ac ea 


B. Colossians 
1. The City of Colossae 


Colossae was the least important church to 
which any of Paul’s letters is addressed.'®? The city 
was located in the Lycus Valley in the western part 
of the Roman province of Asia, near the more im- 
portant cities of Laodicea and Hierapolis (Col 2:1; 
4:3, 15-16), in the region of ancient Phrygia, and 
was known for its cold-water supply, which fed 
various surrounding cities. It was near the Mean- 
der River, of which the Lycus River is a tributary, 
approximately a hundred miles east of Ephesus. 

Herodotus mentions Colossae as a “great city of 
Phrygia” (Hist. 7.30.1), though he is inaccurate in 
his description of its location; this reference attests 
to its antiquity and early greatness. Xenophon, too, 
says that it was populous, wealthy, and large 
(Anab. 1.21.6). The city suffered varied political for- 
tunes under the Seleucids, however, until the 
Romans had the entire region given to them in 133 
B.C. Commentaries frequently include comments 
about a period of decline for Colossae in the first 
century B.C., and Strabo refers to it as a small town 
(Geog. 12.8.13). This decline is true but may not be 
the entire story. According to O’Brien, on the basis 
of inscriptional evidence, Colossae continued to 
exist well into the first century A.D. It was in the 
midst of an area given to wool production, and was 
very well known for a very fine quality of dark red 
dyed wool, called Colossian or in Latin colossinus 
(see Strabo, Geog. 12.8.16; Pliny, Nat. 21.51).!8* A 
major difficulty in gaining knowledge about Colossae 
is the fact that the site has never been excavated. 

Laodicea, a more recently founded city, was lo- 
cated near Colossae. Laodicea had been founded 
under the Seleucid king Antiochus II in 261 B.C. 
and was named after his wife, Laodice. It was the 
center of the judicial circuit, had a Roman cohort 
stationed there, and was the center of the financial 
and banking industries. In contrast to the modest 
financial wealth of Colossae, it is reported that after 
a particularly bad earthquake in A.D. 60/61 (Pliny, 
Nat. 5.105; according to Strabo, Laodicea and its 
environs were known to have numerous earth- 
quakes), the city was sufficiently wealthy to be able 
to afford rebuilding itself with its own money (it is 
unknown whether or how Colossae was affected by 
this earthquake). Hierapolis, or “holy city,” located 
a few miles northwest of Colossae, was also a Seleucid 
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city, founded either in 281-261 B.C. or 197-160 B.C. 
It was known for its hot mineral springs. 

The Jewish settlement at Colossae probably 
originated sometime in the early second century 
B.C. when Babylonian Jews were brought into the 
area (according to Josephus, Ant. 12.147-153), al- 
though it is possible some Jews settled there a little 
earlier. These Babylonian Jewish settlers may well 
have originally been sent as military troops, the 
terms of service being no taxes for ten years and 
the right to live under their own laws. There was a 
tradition (2 Macc 8:20) that these Diaspora Jews 
were particularly good fighters. On the basis of ac- 
counts that record a dispute in 62/61 B.C. about the 
temple tax (the Roman governor Flaccus tried to 
prevent the sending of the temple tax, but he was 
removed from office for this; see Cicero, Flac. 28.68) 
and about whether money could be sent from one 
region to another, scholars have tried to estimate 
the number of Jews in the area. The debates over 
the temple tax indicate that a large number of 
Jews, possibly even as many as 11,000, lived in the 
Laodicea and Hierapolis area. 

It is difficult to determine the origin of the 
Christian population of Colossae. There are two 
major alternatives. The first is that those from the 
surrounding area were responsible for bringing the 
gospel to Colossae. Acts 2:10 says that Phrygians 
were in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost; they 
may have been responsible for bringing Christian- 
ity to the area upon their return home. The second 
alternative is that the city was evangelized by Paul 
but perhaps not directly, even though he evange- 
lized elsewhere in Phrygia-Galatia (Col 2:1), but by 
one of his fellow missionaries, such as Epaphras 
(Col 1:7, 4:12, 13), probably at the time of Paul’s 
stay in Ephesus during his second missionary jour- 
ney (Acts 19:10). In either case, it appears that the 
area had been evangelized by Christians within 
twenty-five years of Christ's death. The church 
may have turned away from Christianity for a 
while, quite possibly because of the problems ad- 
dressed in the letter (see also 2 Tim 1:15), but it ap- 
pears to have remained faithful for at least a few 
years after the letter was written, & 


2. Authorship 


The majority of critical scholars now reject 
Pauline authorship of Colossians, but the percentage 
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Small Byzantine fortress and prison at Kavalla. The town dates back to the sixth century B.C. The city is at the 
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is not lopsided. The first serious doubts about Pau- 
line authorship of the letter were raised by the Ger- 
man scholar Mayerhoff in 1838, and they were 
more rigorously pursued by Baur and his follow- 
ers./°° The debate concerning authorship has been 
lively and ongoing ever since, and, along with dis- 
cussion of the Colossian opponents, is one of two 
major critical issues regarding Colossians. !®” 


a. Arguments against Pauline Authorship. The 
major arguments against Pauline authorship re- 
volve around the issues of vocabulary, style, and 
theology. 

(1) Vocabulary. Scholars who argue against 
Pauline authorship frequently draw attention to 
the absence of many of the favorite Pauline words and 
expressions, such as “salvation,” “righteousness,” 
and “justification.” Colossians contains thirty-four words 
found nowhere else in the NT, such as the words 
translated “visible” (16 Opatév, to horaton; 1:16) and 
“the record” (tO yetpoypadov, cheirographon; 2:14). 
More than this, Colossians also contains a number 


of unusual expressions not used by Paul elsewhere 
in his writings, such as the phrase “the blood of his 
cross” (TO aipa tod otavpod avtod, to haima tou 
staurou autou; 1:20), “evil deeds” (ta Epya Ta TOvT|PG, 
ta erga ta ponéra; 1:21), “the forgiveness of sins” (1 
adeoig THv duwaptidv, hé aphesis ton hamartién; 
1:14), and “the fullness of deity” (tO TAYpaLa THs 
8edtHTOS, to pléroma tés theotétos; 2:9). 

(2) Style. Many scholars have drawn attention 
to the rough Greek style of Colossians, wording un- 
characteristically less refined and polished than the 
sentences of the main letters of Paul. For example, 
1:9-12 and 1:24—27 constitute one sentence each in 
the Greek text, what some would argue are overly 
long and convoluted sentences. Another element of 
the letter’s style that often incites comment is the 
redundancy found in such phrases as “praying... 
asking” (1:9), “wisdom and understanding” (1:9), 
“endurance... with patience” (1:11), “securely es- 
tablished and steadfast” (1:23), “teach and admon- 
ish” (3:16), and “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” 


(3:16). A further characteristic of the style of Colossians 
is the linking of several modifying phrases (phrases 
using modifying words in the Greek genitive case). 
Some of these phrases end up forming chains of ex- 
pressions whose sense is difficult to understand. 
Some of these include “all the riches of the fullness 
of knowledge” (2:2) and “of the knowledge of the 
work of God” (2:12). 

(3) Theology. The major arguments against 
Pauline authorship concern theology. The general 
tenor of such arguments is that the theology of 
Colossians has developed to a sufficient degree to 
indicate non-Pauline authorship. The arguments 
take several forms. One is that there are a number 
of theological arguments that cannot be found in 
the other Pauline Letters. For example, in 1:24, 
Paul depicts himself as in some way a vicarious 
sufferer on behalf of Christ, by some means filling 
up what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions. In light of 
the emphasis upon justification apart from works 
in the major Pauline Letters, especially Galatians 
and Romans, the notion that there may be some- 
thing that Christ has not accomplished that Paul 
can in some way fulfill comes as a fairly radical de- 
parture. Furthermore, the major letters depict the 
fulfillment of the Christian life as in process or still 
not complete, but in Colossians, it is argued, that 
sense of urgency or constraint is missing. In Colossians, 
the end is seen as already present (1:28), a form of 
realized eschatology. There is none of the apocalyp- 
tic urgency of the earlier authentic letters, with 
their apocalyptic woes or discouragement regard- 
ing human behavior. Instead, God has already de- 
livered believers from the realm of darkness (1:13), 
so that they are buried and raised with Christ (2:12, 
13), and the estranged are now reconciled (1:22). 
Hope is not something looked forward to (see Rom 
8:24-25), but is already stored up in the heavenly 
realms as a symbol of assurance and confidence 
(1:5). Lastly, imagery regarding the church is more 
developed. In 1 Cor 12:12-27, Christ is equated with 
the body of believers, with the emphasis upon the 
unity within the church body; in Colossians, the 
church is the body of Christ of which he is its head 
as a cosmic, universal figure (1:15—20, 24)(see sec. b, 
below, of this discussion of authorship). The church 
has expanded from a local body of believers to a 
universal] spiritual entity that is part of Christ’s uni- 
versal reconciliation. Church order has developed 
with this body imagery. The use of the word trans- 
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lated “minister” or “servant” (6takovos, diakonos; 
1:7, 23, 25, 4:7) differs from its use in the main let- 
ters. In Colossians, it is closer to particular voca- 
tions in the church, as in 1 Tim 3:8, 12 and 4:6. 

On the basis of this evidence, those who dispute 
Pauline authorship of Colossians usually argue for 
pseudonymous authorship. !* The salutation of Col 
1:1 indicates the possibility of dual authorship by 
Paul and Timothy, and it is known that Paul used 
a scribe on several occasions (Rom 16:22; Gal 
6:11-16), but this solution has not commended it- 
self to those who dispute Pauline authorship. Most 
of Paul’s letters, especially other letters attributed 
to Paul and Timothy (such as Galatians), have 
some sort of joint attribution, but the style and sub- 
ject matter of Colossians are still thought to be suf- 
ficiently different from the undisputed letters. The 
issue of the use of a scribe in the ancient world is a 
very difficult one. Even though the scribes Paul 
used for Galatians and Romans were probably dif- 
ferent from the scribe he used for Colossians, the 
distinctive Pauline voice comes through well enough 
in those major letters that those who dispute Pau- 
line authorship of Colossians note that this same 
voice is not to be found in Colossians. The result is 
that a later date for composition, by some writer 
who pseudonymously represents himself as Paul, 
must be posited, probably some time in the last 
quarter of the first century. 


b. Arguments for Pauline Authorship. In spite of 
these rather skeptical comments, there are still valid 
arguments for Pauline authorship. In assessing the 
issue of authorship, one must be careful not to be 
misled by some of the evidence and argumentation. 
For example, Freed claims that the view of baptism 
is very different in Col 2:11-12, where baptism and 
circumcision are equated, from elsewhere in Paul’s 
letters, such as Rom 6.'°? According to Freed, cir- 
cumcision is a “meaningless Jewish rite” for Paul! 
First of all, however, Paul is not quite so negative 
about circumcision. To be sure, circumcision has 
no redemptive value for Paul, but the word itself is 
used in several different ways, sometimes in a met- 
aphorical sense, as in Rom 2:28-29, where circum- 
cision of the heart is positive. Second, Freed must 
admit that there is some correlation between Col 
2:11, regarding circumcision without hands, and 
Rom 2:29, and between Col 2:13-14 and Rom 6:3-5. 
This kind of argumentation does not clarify the 
issue of authorship. 
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When more substantial arguments are consid- 
ered, the case for non-Pauline authorship of Col- 
ossians is less clear. There are four lines of evidence 
to consider: external evidence, word statistics, lexi- 
cography and grammar, and theology. 

(1) External evidence. The claim for Pauline au- 
thorship has been supported by various kinds of ex- 
ternal evidence.!”° Several important church fathers, 
such as Ignatius (Eph. 2; Magn. 2; Phid. 4; Smyrn. 
1.2; 12; Trall. 5.2), Irenaeus (Haer. 3.14.1), Tertullian 
(Prescr. 7), and Clement of Alexandria (Misc. 1.1), and 
the Muratorian Fragment, endorse Pauline author- 
ship of Colossians, and none of them entertain any 
doubts about this attribution. The connection of 
Colossians with Philemon must also be considered, 
since the links between the two are very strong. Both 
contain Timothy’s name with Paul’s in the saluta- 
tion (Col 1:1; Phlm 1), and greetings are sent from 
some of the same people in both letters, including 
Aristarchus, Mark, Epaphras, Luke, and Demas (Col 
4:10-14; Phim 23-24; only Jesus/Justus is excluded in 
Philemon). In Phlm 2, Archippus is called a “fellow 
soldier”; in Col 4:17, he is directed to fulfill his min- 
istry. In Col 4:9, Onesimus, the slave of Philemon, 
is mentioned as being sent with Tychicus. The lines 
of connection between Colossians and Philemon are 
so strong that if Colossians is not authentically Pau- 
line, there was a distinct effort to deceive the early 
church into accepting it as Pauline (see ch. 9, sec. 
6, above, on pseudonymous Pauline literature). 

(2) Word statistics. Word statistics are not al- 
ways clear, and one must be careful in drawing 
conclusions from them. For example, Galatians has 
thirty-one unique words, roughly the same num- 
ber as Colossians, but this causes no one to raise 
any doubts as to whether Galatians was written by 
Paul. More to the point, even the counting of sup- 
posedly unique words is difficult. For example, 
avtavaTAnpow (antanaplérod, “fill up”) in 1:24 is 
often cited as a unique occurrence in Colossians, 
but mpooavarAnpdw (prosanaplérod) in 2 Cor 9:12 is 
the same basic verb but with a different prefix. As 
most recent work with vocabulary statistics indicates, 
this is not a firm criterion for disputing authorship. 

(3) Lexicography and grammar. It is often noted 
that the author of Colossians uses a different word for 
“reconcile” (dmokatakAdoow, apokatallassé) than 
Paul uses in Rom 5:10 and 2 Cor 5:19 (katadAdoow, 
katallass6). Freed claims that this makes a “slight 
difference in the concept of reconciliation,” but he 


does not say what that difference is.!°! The form in 
the Romans and Corinthian passages is not pre- 
fixed with a preposition as it is in Colossians. The 
words are in separate entries in a standard lexicon, 
but they clearly overlap in form and in sense.!% 
Not too much should be made of these differences. 
It may well be that the style has been adapted to 
suit the subject matter, with twelve of the thirty- 
four new vocabulary items in Colossians appearing 
in possible descriptions of or responses to oppo- 
nents (e.g., 1:10-20; 2:16-23) or in distinctively li- 
turgical style (e.g. 1:15—20). 

(4) Theology. The so-called hymn of Col 1:15-20 
raises interesting questions regarding authorship. 
This passage has aroused discussion in three areas: 
authorship, origin, and use. 173 Many scholars be- 
lieve that this hymn was written by someone other 
than the author of the Letter to the Colossians, that 
it became part of the liturgy of the early church 
and was included here by the author because it 
was thought appropriate. Other scholars, however, 
are not convinced that such is the case. Some 
grant that it may have been written by the author, 
quite likely Paul, on another occasion than the 
composition of the letter, but they note that noth- 
ing prohibits the author of such a passage as 1 Cor 
13 from having written this passage as well. Some 
of those who posit that the hymn was written inde- 
pendently of the letter have suggested a form of Se- 
mitic precursor, while others have suggested a 
Greek original. All these attempts to characterize 
the hymn, however, have the same problem: the 
supposed hymn, as it appears in Colossians, cannot 
be convincingly shown to reflect known forms of 
either Semitic or Greek poetry. Indeed, it is highly 
difficult to outline this passage as a hymn, even 
when the two relative pronouns in 1:15 and 18 are 
used as markers of hymnic structure (but cf. 1:13 as 
well). Various reconstructions have divided it into 
two, three, and four stanzas, with interpolations 
posited at significant points. Some have suggested 
that a form of either Semitic wisdom Christology or 
Greek-based proto-gnostic theology rests behind the 
hymn (the gnostic theory has fallen on hard times 
lately—see below). In both cases, Christ is seen as 
the creator of all things (1:16), with three different 
prepositions (in [év, en], through [814, dia], and 
to/for [els, eis]) used to describe his creative func- 
tion. Christ is depicted in the hymn as the firstborn 
of all creation (1:15), which has been variously in- 
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The mound in the right of center is Colossae, an unexcavated site that was destroyed 
by an earthquake in A.D. 64. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


terpreted as first in a temporal sequence (e.g., Prov 
8:22, regarding Wisdom) or as first in rank or prior- 
ity (Ps 89:27). This is admittedly a very high Chris- 
tology, but it probably should not be seen as having 
its origins either in wisdom theology or in proto- 
gnostic thought.'** Gnosticism did not develop the 
idea of the heavenly redeemer figure until later, 
probably under the influence of Christianity. What 
is said here of Christ goes well beyond the subordi- 
nate role given to Wisdom in Wisdom literature. 
This is seen in the fact that Christ is recognized by 
language that elsewhere is reserved for God in his 
function as creator and sustainer of the universe. 
Even more, the hymn goes on to depict Christ as 
the head of the church on the basis of his resurrec- 
tion (1:18). All the fullness of God is said to dwell in 
Jesus. If this is proto-gnostic language, the author 
is usurping it for his own purposes, because he 
goes on to say that complete reconciliation of all 
things is through Christ, meaning his death (cf. 
1:23). This passage causes a dilemma for those who 
argue against Pauline authorship. If the passage is 


either non-Pauline or not written by the author of 
this book, it cannot be used as evidence for the 
non-Pauline authorship of the book. If it was part 
of an earlier liturgical or creedal statement used by 
the church, then the argument of the overly devel- 
oped theology is dissipated. For if the passage ex- 
isted earlier (and it is difficult to say how much 
earlier), it must have been early enough to be for- 
malized and passed down. 

Philosophers of the Greco-Roman world de- 
picted various organizations in terms of the analogy 
of the body—e.g., Maximus of Tyre, Or. 15.4-5 1 is 
Regarding the church as the body of Christ, there is 
no doubt that Colossians seems to have a more de- 
veloped understanding of this metaphor or analogy 
than other letters commonly accepted as Paul's 
(see sec. a, above, of this discussion of authorship). 
One question to be asked is whether a plausible line 
of connection can be created from the acknowl- 
edged authentic Pauline use of this imagery to the 
imagery in Colossians. If it appears that the devel- 
opment is too far removed or cannot be accounted 
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for on this basis, we must ask how the early church 
was led to believe that such a stretched and 
strained metaphor could have come from Paul. The 
church's depiction as the body of Christ is a common 
Pauline metaphor (Rom 12:4—5; 1 Cor 12:12-30; Gal 
3:28). The metaphor is essentially the same in 
Colossians; what is new is that now Christ is the 
head of the church in the analogy of the body (Col 
1:18, 24). This lies along a very plausible concep- 
tual (though not necessarily temporal) trajectory: 
it began with the church depicted as a body (Rom 
12:4-5), then this body was equated with Christ’s 
body (1 Cor 12:12-27), and finally this body was 
given a head, Christ (Col 1:15-20). Indeed, it would 
have been surprising if the analogy had not been 
developed in this way. Since the first two stages are 
found in writings acknowledged as authentically 
Pauline, it is plausible that the third is authenti- 
cally Pauline as well. 

(5) Conclusions. Colossians is either Pauline or 
non-Pauline in authorship. Since the letter pur- 
ports to be by Paul, non-Pauline authorship would 
mean that the letter is pseudonymous (see ch. 9, 


sec. 6, above). To claim Pauline authorship raises 
the issues of the role played by the coauthor, in this 
case Timothy, and the possible role of a scribe. It 
has recently been argued again that Timothy may 
have been the actual author of the letter, possibly 
writing somewhat independently of Paul.!”° since 
none of these theories can be quantified in any 
meaningful way, it is very difficult to factor this 
scribal or coauthorship hypothesis into the equation. 
On the basis of the other evidence cited above, how- 
ever, even though there are some recognizable dif- 
ferences in Colossians from the other Pauline Letters, 
a plausible case for Pauline authorship remains. 


3. Imprisonment 


Colossians is one of the four letters often re- 
ferred to as the Prison Epistles (see ch. 9, above). 
Ephesus, Caesarea, and Corinth have been sug- 
gested as possible places of authorship, but the tra- 
ditional view of the Roman origin of the letter still 
commands the greatest degree of probability and 
scholarly support. 


4. Opponents, Occasion, and Purpose 


Trying to determine the occasion that elicited 
Colossians—the second most important critical 
issue regarding the letter—has aroused significant 
discussion but led to no scholarly consensus. One 
of the difficulties is the issue of authorship. If the 
letter is non-Pauline and thus probably written at 
the end of the first century, if not later, it is even 
more difficult to establish the situation to which it 
is addressed, since little can be known of the actual 
author, situation, or audience.!%” Consequently, 
the discussion below assumes Pauline authorship. 


a. The opponents. There are six important views 
about the opponents. 

(1) Hooker has argued against the traditional 
criteria used in most discussions of the opponents, 
noting that nowhere is there a formal exposition of 
any heresy that the author disputes. 178 So far as 
her reading is concerned, the only comments made 
in the letter argue against the readers’ conformity 
to the beliefs and practices of their Jewish and their 
pagan neighbors. Hooker chooses to stress the posi- 
tive statements that Paul makes rather than the 
negative. One of her complaints against most his- 
torical reconstructions of the situation behind the 
NT is that there is a circular reasoning at play, in 
which a heresy is posited and then this heresy is 
read out of the evidence. 

Hooker’s approach is a welcome one in many 
ways, not least because it brings to mind many of 
the pitfalls and implied assumptions of historical 
reconstruction. Most scholars have not responded 
positively to the challenge that her work presents, 
however. The familiar evidence in Colossians deal- 
ing with the opponents includes the following. 

(a) Colossians appears to be confronting some 
form of philosophy (2:8) based upon tradition (2:8) 
and designed to impart knowledge or wisdom (2:23). 

(b) Some of the characteristic beliefs of these 
opponents are endorsement of some kind of en- 
trance into a realm of further knowledge or under- 
standing (2:18), an entrance that might require a 
form or procedure of worship involving humility 
and harsh treatment of the body (2:23). What is 
worshipped is somehow connected with what are 
perceived to be the fundamental or basic principles 
of the universe, or with angelic beings (2:8, 20). 

(c) Paul appears to be quoting, or at the least 
paraphrasing, some of his opponents’ own lan- 
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guage, including such phrases as “all the fullness” 
(1:19; 2:9), “self-abasement and worship of angels” 
(2:18), and “Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not 
touch” (2:21). 

(2) In light of this evidence,!”? one of the most 
popular and enduring positions has been that this 
is a form of Gnosticism. Lightfoot, for example, pro- 
posed that Paul was responding to a form of Jewish 
Gnosticism.”°° According to Lightfoot, there were 
elements of Judaism that Paul was opposing (such 
as Sabbath rules and dietary restrictions), but they 
were gnostic in nature, including an emphasis upon 
an intellectual elite who took pride in wisdom, cos- 
mological speculation (accounting for the “full- 
ness” language), asceticism, mysteries, and various 
regulations that followed the calendar. Bornkamm 
refined this by proposing a syncretistic gnostic Ju- 
daism with pagan elements, which came to be 
identified with Essene Judaism. This theory com- 
bined elements of Judaism with Gnosticism and 
various other eastern pagan cults. Lightfoot’s posi- 
tion dominated thought for the seventy-five years 
after he put it forward, but there are two major 
problems with it. First, it is unclear that Essene Ju- 
daism was in fact gnostic, and there is considerable 
doubt about how much Gnosticism is found in the 
first century. This objection has jeopardized all gnos- 
tic understandings of the Colossian problem. Sec- 
ond, some of the distinctive features of Essene Ju- 
daism, such as ritual washings, are not mentioned 
at all in Colossians. 

Dibelius later emphasized the gnostic elements 
further in terms of a mystery religion, citing the 
use of the word for “entering into [mysteries]” 
(€pBatevo, embateud) (2:18) as meaning initiates’ 
entrance into the sanctuary to consult the oracle 
on completion of a rite, and the “basic principles” 
(oToLxela, stoicheia) (2:20; NRSV: “elemental spir- 
its”) as meaning the powers to whom the worship- 
pers were devoted.7”! Dibelius’s analysis draws at- 
tention to some important terminology, but one of 
the problems with pagan mystery cults is that they 
were highly secretive. Various forms of often syn- 
cretistic mystery religions flourished in the empire, 
including Mithraism, but only the initiates were al- 
lowed in to experience the mysteries. This secrecy 
makes it very difficult to establish any sort of sys- 
tematic understanding of their beliefs or practices, 
and it must have been an obstacle even for Paul to 
obtain enough knowledge to argue against them. 


9 
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(3) In light of the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
Lyonnet has proposed the existence of a syncretis- 
tic Judaism that combined beliefs of the Essenes, 
perhaps as represented at Qumran, with various 
other Jewish beliefs.7°? This theory saw supposedly 
gnostic characteristics paralleled in other Greek 
thinking, and such important concepts as the “ele- 
mental spirits,” “worship of angels,” and entrance 
into the mysteries were all reinterpreted. The problem 
with this solution is the challenge to find where 
syncretistic Jewish belief of this sort existed, apart 
from a reconstruction of the Colossian situation. 

(4) Jewish mysticism has also been seen to be 
the origin of the Colossian problem. Francis pro- 
posed an ascetic and mystical kind of Judaism, 
similar to apocalyptic Judaism. According to this 
position, the opponents advocated observance of a 
number of practices (such as dietary restrictions, 
calendar observance, and circumcision [2:11]) to 
prepare the person for a mystical vision and jour- 
ney with angels to worship God. This has become a 
very popular position of late, and it has been signif- 
icantly bolstered by recent work on the apocalyptic 
dimensions of the contemporary Judaism.7 The 
major problem with this position is the interpreta- 
tion of the Greek phrasing. For example, the phrase 
“worship of angels” is taken as indicating worship 
alongside angels, which is not the most likely inter- 
pretation of the phrase, especially in light of the 
study of extrabiblical texts.204 

(5) Some form of Hellenistic philosophy has 
been cited by a number of recent scholars as the 
most likely explanation of the Colossian opposition. 
For example, Schweizer contends that the state- 
ments concerning eating, the ascetic statements, 
and the issue of the “basic” or “fundamental prin- 
ciples” do not indicate a Jewish element but, 
rather, the concerns of Greco-Roman philosophical 
circles. Neo-Pythagorean teaching dealt with these 
kinds of issues; according to it, humanity strives 
through various ascetic practices to escape this 
lower realm of existence. More recently, Troy Mar- 
tin has argued that Hooker is correct that Colossian 
Christians are responding to the beliefs and prac- 
tices of their neighbors, which include elements of 
Cynic philosophy. Important features are asceti- 
cism, bodily humiliation, criticism of others, view- 
ing oneself as an inhabitant of the cosmos, and the 
human will.2°° The emphasis upon Hellenistic ele- 
ments is a useful redress of the imbalance of pre- 


vious scholarly emphasis upon Jewish elements, 
but one must question whether this provides the 
best interpretation of the factors involved. There is 
no doubt that early Christianity came into contact 
with various Hellenistic philosophies, but it is un- 
proven that either of the two suggested above had 
a strong influence upon the Colossian Christians. 

(6) The final proposal, that the Colossian oppo- 
nents were syncretistic, has taken various forms. 
For example, DeMaris, emphasizing 2:8, 16-23, es- 
pecially vv. 16-19, as the polemical core of essential 
texts requiring interpretation, argues that there is 
a “distinctive blend of popular Middle Platonic, 
Jewish, and Christian elements that cohere around 
the pursuit of wisdom.” In his focus upon these 
passages, DeMaris’s study is like the others noted 
above, even though he contends that his analysis 
recognizes the diversity of evidence. Middle Platon- 
ism was the later, mystical expansion of Plato’s 
thought, and its elements include the order of the 
cosmic elements (2:8, 20), the asceticism that liber- 
ates the investigative mind (2:18, 23), and the inter- 
mediary figures (2:18). A recognizable weakness of 
such a hypothesis is in finding a group that actu- 
ally held to such beliefs, apart from the Colossians. 
Arnold has argued for a similar syncretistic solu- 
tion, invoking local evidence to characterize the 
philosophy. Distinguishing between polemic (2:4-8, 
16-23) and theology (1:15-20; 2:9-15) and drawing 
upon a wide array of inscriptional and papyrological 
evidence, Arnold concludes: that “the beliefs and 
practices of the opponents at Colossae best cohere 
around the category of what might loosely be 
called folk religion.”70” This theory has the advan- 
tage of comprehensiveness but the disadvantage 
that it cannot be proved true or false. Virtually 
every feature of this syncretistic belief can be found 
in a parallel text of some sort and, by definition, 
can be included within the structure of the set of 
syncretistic beliefs. 


b. Paul’s Response. Paul’s response to the oppo- 
nents of Colossians, whoever or whatever they were, 
takes a three-pronged approach: Christology, apos- 
tolic teaching and tradition, and the importance of 
Christian freedom.?08 

(1) Christology. Paul relies upon a high and de- 
veloped Christology in Colossians (problems that 
this raises for authorship are discussed above). The 
opponents are seen as threatening this supremacy 
of Christ, who is the head of the church (2:19). In- 


stead, Christ is depicted in Colossians as taking a 
cosmic and universal role as creator (1:15-17) and 
reconciler of both heaven and earth (1:19-23). 
While some of the opponents may have created the 
role of intermediaries, and even placed Christ in 
that role, for Paul there is no role for intermediar- 
ies, and even Christ is not to be seen in this posi- 
tion, for it is in him and only him that the fullness 
of divinity dwells (2:9; 1:19). The consequences for 
this preeminence of Christ are seen in his position 
of authority over ail creation, including the cosmic 
forces (1:18, 2:10). Nevertheless, Paul, along with 
his view of the exalted Christ, sees this position of 
exaltation predicated upon the humanity of Christ. 
This includes the reality of the incarnation (1:22; 
2:9, 11-12) and the fact that redemption was on the 
basis of the cross, where Christ’s blood was shed 
(1:20) and suffering occurred (1:24). 

(2) Apostolic tradition and teaching. In Col- 
ossians, Paul opposes. the traditions and teachings 
of the opponents with the apostolic tradition. Re- 
peating a theme that he also emphasizes in Gal- 
atians (1:16-17), Paul makes it clear that the tradi- 
tion that he is conveying is antithetical to human 
tradition (2:8, 22). The Colossians learned from 
Epaphras of God’s grace (1:7) and heard the gospel 
preached (1:5), which they accepted by faith in 
Christ Jesus (1:4). Paul admonishes them to con- 
tinue to walk in this tradition, which they have re- 
ceived (2:6), and to bear fruit and grow in it (1:6). 

(3) Christian freedom. On a more practical level, 
Paul opposes what is being taught at Colossae be- 
cause it impinges upon Christian freedom. The im- 
position of regulations by the opponents constitutes 
a threat to Christian freedom (2:8), since the 
Colossians were called to live Christian lives with- 
out these false regulations and restrictions (2:22). 
Rather than enlightening them, which can only 
come from Christ’s power (3:1-3; 1:12), in which 
they have participated in Christ’s work of conquer- 
ing demonic forces (2:20), these false regulations 
impose darkness upon them (2:17). Their old na- 
ture has died to self, and they now have a new na- 
ture from Christ (2:11—13; 3:9-12). Christ, as head of 
the church, has transformed all of their previous 
relations and standards of behavior (ch. 3, esp. vv. 
5-11 on the earthly passions and vv. 18—4:1 on so- 
cial relations in the Christian household). They are 
now one body (3:5), joined together by Christian 
love and peace (3:14—15). 
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It is difficult to say what the exact situation 
was at Colossae. It seems to have been related to 
competition from some form or forms of religious 
belief—quite possibly with ties to Judaism or 
some other group with tendencies toward, or in- 
terest in, mysteries—which threatened to substi- 
tute such religious practices for belief and wor- 
ship of Christ. Paul seems to be concerned not 
only to exalt the position of Christ but to ensure 
that there is no belief or practice in the Colossian 
church that could in any way displace the right- 
ful role of Christ. 


5. Outline of Colossians 


A. Opening (1:1-2) 
1. Sender (1:1) 
2. Addressee (1:2) 
3. Greeting (1:2) 

B. Thanksgiving (1:3-12) 

1. Thanksgiving proper (1:3-8) 
2. Intercession (1:9-12) 

C. Body: The superiority of Christ (1:13-2:15) 
1. Formal opening: Deliverance and 
redemption through Christ (1:13-14) 

2. Christ, the supreme being (1:15—23) 
3. The work of Paul for Christ (1:24-2:5) 
4. Christ Jesus as Lord (2:6—15) 

D. Parenesis (2:16—4:9) 
1. Do not submit to false regulations 
(2:16-23) 
2. Rules for living a holy life (3:1-17) 
3. The Christian household (3:18—4:1) 
4. Christian behavior as seen by others 
(4:2-6) 
5. Travelogue of Tychicus (4:7-9) 

E. Closing (4:10-18) 
1. Greetings (4:10-17) 
2. Benediction (4:18) 


C. Philemon 


Philemon is by far the shortest of the Pauline 
Letters. In several ways, as will be noted below, it 
is uncharacteristic of the Pauline corpus. Instead 
of causing problems, however, this has helped to 
endear the letter to readers and has also helped it 
to endure and even avoid some of the contro- 
versy that has attended other Pauline Letters. 
Nevertheless, within the space of only twenty- 
five verses, it manages to raise a number of pro- 
vocative issues. 
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1. Authorship 


The Letter to Philemon is a truly personal let- 
ter, one of few such not only in the Pauline corpus 
but also in the NT. Apart possibly from the Pastoral 
Epistles (see below), only Philemon and 3 John in 
the NT appear to be written as personal letters. The 
form of the letter seems to be that of a letter from 
the apostle to a person or persons about a personal 
matter, rather than about a matter of concern to a 
local church. This is not to say that the issues 
raised in the letter do not have and have not had 
implications for the church, especially regarding 
the issues of authority and slavery. But this letter 
follows very closely the form of a letter of commen- 
dation or petition, which was widely used in the 
ancient world. In a letter of commendation, the au- 
thor commended another person, often in conjunc- 
tion with some sort of petition or request. This is 
exactly what Paul seems to be doing in this letter. 
His commendation concerns the escaped or run- 
away slave Onesimus, and Paul, in an indirect 
way, makes fairly specific petitions of Onesimus’s 
owner, Philemon. As Kimmel states regarding au- 
thorship of Philemon: “Only tendenz-criticism 
could doubt the authenticity of this letter, which 
was already included in Marcion’s authoritative 
writings. The letter, which of all Paul’s letters 
stands closest in form to ancient private letters, dis- 
plays in its personal features the signs of a genuine 
true-to-life quality.”20° 

Philemon appears to be a personal letter, and 
the content is the discussion of a personal matter, 
but the form of the letter does not entirely support 
this analysis. This is seen in two ways. First, the 
letter is said to be from Paul and Timothy. This fol- 
lows the form of all the other Prison Epistles except 
Ephesians and reflects the general Pauline episto- 
lary convention that a letter comes from Paul and 
a cosender, often Timothy, his traveling compan- 
ion and fellow missionary. Second, the letter is ad- 
dressed to Philemon, Apphia, and Archippus and 
the church that meets in “your” (singular) house. 
The letter begins with the plural address, but the 
rest of the letter continues in the second person sin- 
gular, “you.” This will be discussed further below, 
when alternative reconstructions regarding Philemon 
are introduced. But it appears, and will be the view 
taken here, that the letter was addressed primarily 
to Philemon, but with the idea that others in the 
church at Colossae, in particular Apphia and 


Archippus, would be interested in how Philemon 
responded to the apostle’s letter. 

As mentioned earlier (ch. 9, sec. 5, above), 
the average papyrus letter in the ancient Greco- 
Roman world, of which Egypt was representa- 
tive, would have been somewhere around 275 
words in length; but the Letter to Philemon is 
around 335 words, hence slightly longer than the 
usual personal letter. The letter is surprisingly 
similar in form to that of the ancient Greco- 
Roman letter as well. As noted, the typical Pau- 
line letter has a five-part structure, including the 
opening, thanksgiving, body, parenesis, and 
closing, an expansion of the typical three-part 
structure of the Greco-Roman letter. Philemon, 
however, departs from this structure in that it 
does not have a parenetic section. Since the 
parenesis appears to have been one of the dis- 
tinctives of the Pauline letter, at least insofar as 
he developed this into a major section of his let- 
ters, perhaps its absence is not surprising in a 
personal letter, especially one that conforms so 
closely to the ancient Greco-Roman form. These 
letters often had a prayer of thanksgiving to the 
gods at the close of the greeting or at the begin- 
ning of the body (depending upon how one anal- 
yses the letter form). The only other Pauline letter 
that follows Philemon’s form is 2 Timothy (cf. 1 
Peter and 2 John). 


2. Date and Place of Composition 


The Letter to Philemon has a close connection 
to Colossians, and so, to some extent, its dating de- 
pends upon this connection. As mentioned in the 
discussion of Colossians above, of the six compan- 
ions of Paul who send greetings in Colossians 
(4:10-14), five of these (Jesus/Justus is missing) 
send greetings to Philemon (23-24). Onesimus is 
referred to as one of the Colossians in Col 4:9. 

The letter was written during Paul’s imprison- 
ment (Phim 23), in either Rome, Ephesus, Caesarea, 
or Corinth, with Rome being the most likely (see 
ch. 9, sec. 4). It was probably sent by means of 
Tychicus (Col 4:7), who took the letter to Colossae, 
along with Onesimus, who was returning to 
Philemon. If the Roman imprisonment is the cor- 
rect one, then the letter was probably written in 
A.D. 61-62, with Paul’s attitude possibly indicating 
that it was near the end of this time. 


3. Occasion and Purpose 


The occasion and purpose of the Letter to 
Philemon are usually closely tied together, but here 
the two will be separated. 


a. Occasion 

(1) Traditional view. The traditional view is 
that Philemon was a member of the Colossian 
church.7!° Apparently he was converted under Paul 
(Phim 9), though it is not known how or when this 
took place. Philemon had a slave named Onesimus, 
who had either fled from his master’s control, pos- 
sibly taking money or valuables, or simply not re- 
turned when he had been sent on a task for his 
master. Onesimus somehow came into contact 
with Paul, probably in Rome. If Onesimus had been 
on a trip for his master, it may have taken him di- 
rectly to where Paul was; this would obviate the 
difficulty of the distance between Colossae and 
Paul's place of imprisonment. Indeed, the trip may 
have taken Onesimus to Rome itself, if he had been 
a particularly well-trusted slave, possibly even sent 
to minister to Paul. Nevertheless, even if he had 
fled from Colossae, a thousand miles from Rome, 
he could have made the trip in five weeks, so this is 
not an insuperable difficulty for the Roman impris- 
onment hypothesis. We do not know how Onesimus 
came into contact with Paul. He may have stum- 
bled onto him by accident, or perhaps he was 
pointed in Paul’s direction by someone Onesimus 
knew or had met. Onesimus may even have known 
Paul from when they had both been in Asia. In any 
event, Onesimus had apparently become a Chris- 
tian through Paul (Phim 10) and had served him 
for a short while. Now he is being returned to his 
master, Philemon, accompanied by this letter. 

(2) The Knox hypothesis. John Knox had an al- 
ternative view of the historical occasion of Philemon 
and its consequences.7!! His theory was that 
Philemon was the overseer of churches in the re- 
gion of Colossae and Laodicea. Archippus—not 
Philemon—who lived in Colossae and in whose 
house the church met, owned the slave Onesimus, 
who was sent to Paul. Paul was sending Onesimus 
back, but by returning him by means of Philemon, 
with this letter, to Laodicea (for Knox, this is the 
lost Laodicean letter). Paul did not know the owner 
(Col 4:16) and requested that Onesimus be released 
for Christian service. The two letters, Colossians and 
what we call Philemon, were to be read out at 
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Colossae when Philemon and Onesimus arrived. 
Archippus’s ministry (Col 4:17) was the task of re- 
ceiving back his slave. In the early second century 
AD., a letter of Ignatius (Eph. 1.3; cf. 2.2) refers to 
an Onesimus as bishop, and this Onesimus, accord- 
ing to Knox, was responsible for gathering the Pau- 
line Letters. This accounts for why this letter was kept. 
The Knox hypothesis raises several interesting 
issues and attempts to solve them, but most schol- 
ars reject this theory for several good reasons.” 
(a) Archippus is the third addressee in the letter, 
making it unlikely that he was its intended primary 
recipient. (b) The “church in your house” most 
likely refers to Philemon’s house, as he is men- 
tioned first, not to Archippus’s. (c) Archippus’s 
“task” of Col 4:17 is probably more than simply the 
matter of receiving his slave, since this would be a 
very obscure reference at best. It might also imply 
that Paul did know that Archippus was the slave’s 
owner. (d) Paul seems to know the slave’s owner, 
as Phlm 19 makes clear. (e) The text is not explicit 
that Onesimus was a runaway slave, but this is 
probably a more likely scenario.7!3 (f) It is difficult 
to believe that this is the letter to the Laodiceans 
(Col 4:17) and that this was the letter to be read 
out. The statement in Colossians seems to imply an 
exchange of equal letters, but the Letter to Philemon 
is out of balance in almost every way with Colossians. 


b. Purpose of Philemon. The purpose of Philemon 
appears straightforward. Paul requests that his friend, 
whom he converted, receive his slave Onesimus back. 
Philemon must recognize, however, that the situa- 
tion has changed. Onesimus is no longer to be treated 
as a slave but, rather, as a fellow servant of Christ 
and Philemon’s partner in the spread of the gospel. 

Several important features show how Paul at- 
tempts to effect this change in relationship.*!* For 
example, Paul tries to maintain two levels of status 
in relation to Philemon. On the one hand, he plays 
on his own hardship by depicting himself as a prisoner 
(PhIm 1, 10) and an old man (10; this may mean 
simply “elder”). On the other hand, he maintains 
the position of being at least Philemon’s equal (17) 
and an apostle (22; understanding this as invocation 
of the apostolic presence). In depicting Philemon 
and Onesimus, Paul uses the language of family 
and social relations; for example Onesimus is his 
son (10) and his very heart (12), and is Philemon’s 
brother (16). A second feature is that Paul, through 
indirect means, makes it clear that he expects Philemon 


482 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


to treat Onesimus as an equal as well. Paul recog- 
nizes that Onesimus has done wrong, probably in 
stealing from Philemon, but he also provides a 
means for him to be forgiven. Paul, playing upon 
Onesimus’s name, which is cognate with the word 
for “useless,” states that in Onesimus’s new condi- 
tion of being a follower of Christ, he is a “useful” 
person both to Paul and to Philemon. At the begin- 
ning of the letter, Paul commends Philemon because 
he has heard of his faith and his love for all of the 
saints (5, 7). Paul appeals to Philemon’s love as the 
basis for his treatment of Onesimus as an equal in 
Christ. He points out that Onesimus had served in 
Philemon’s stead while Paul was in prison. He 
does not describe what he expects Philemon to do, 
but at the least he counts on him to welcome 
Onesimus as he would welcome Paul himself (17). 
And if there is a debt owed—and here we see Paul 
tighten the screws—he instructs Philemon to 
charge it to Paul’s account, but remembering that 
Philemon owes his Christian life itself to Paul, a dif- 
ficult debt ever to repay (18). As a final gesture to 
guarantee compliance, Paul instructs Philemon to 
prepare a guest room for Paul (22). 

On the one hand, Paul is complying with the 
law, which required him to return a slave. Harboring 
a slave would have incurred punishment equiva- 
lent to the loss of income the owner could have 
gained per day from the work of the slave.2? On 
the other hand, Paul is apparently instigating a sub- 
tle yet significant change in the social system, at least 
insofar as Christian treatment of slaves is concerned. 
As Bruce says: “What this letter does is to bring us 
into an atmosphere in which the institution could 
only wilt and die. When Onesimus is sent to his 
master ‘no longer as a slave, but as a dear brother,’ 
formal emancipation would be but a matter of ex- 
pediency, the technical confirmation of the new re- 
lationship that had already come into being.”7!° To 
call for widespread manumission of slaves, how- 
ever, would have incurred the wrath of the Roman 
government and an oppression of Christians that 
could well have proved fatal to the cause. As Mar- 
tin says: “It is sometimes alleged that since the NT 
never explicitly condemns slavery it is defective at 
a crucial point. But part of the answer to this is that 
Paul does not advocate a social philosophy which 
countenances revolution and violence. Given the 
social structures of the Roman Empire of Paul’s day, 
slavery could have been overthrown only by vio- 


lent means; and the apostle will be no party to class 
hatred or violent methods (cf. Rom. 12:17-21)."2!” 


4. Outline of Philemon 


A. Opening (1-3) 
1. Sender (1) 
2. Addressee (1-2) 
3. Greeting (3) 
B. Thanksgiving (4-7) 
C. Body: Commendatory or petitionary letter 
(8-22) 
1. Formal opening: Paul’s request (8-14) 
2. Basis for the request (15-21) 
3. Pauline presence (22) 
(D, Parenesis—none) 
E. Closing (23-25) 
1. Greetings (23-24) 
2. Benediction (25) 


D. Ephesians 


Ephesians has been called the “quintessence of 
Paulinism” by Bruce.78 By this he means that it 
contains the concentrated essence of genuine Pau- 
line teaching; other scholars have taken the view 
that Ephesians may well give the essence of Paul, 
but an essence written later by a close follower and 
disciple of the great apostle. This is only one of sev- 
eral critical questions about this book. 


1, Authorship and Date 


The issue of the authorship and date of Ephe- 
sians is highly complex, and one that has divided 
critical scholars. There is a fairly even divide on the 
authorship of Colossians, but for Ephesians, those 
who hold to Pauline authorship are in a distinct 
minority, even though some recent work is reas- 
serting the argument that Paul may be the author. 
In the current debate, three major views are ar- 
gued: (1) the traditional view, which maintains 
Pauline authorship; (2) the majority view, which 
maintains pseudonymous authorship; and (3) vari- 
ous mediating positions, which posit the influence 
of a colleague, such as Luke. The discussion of au- 
thorship will raise many other related issues. 


a. Pauline Authorship. The traditional view is 
that the apostle Paul was the author. Many schol- 
ars still maintain that the letter was originally sent 


to the church at Ephesus, but more now dispute 
this (see below); the destination of the letter, how- 
ever, does not have a necessary bearing upon the 
issue of authorship. Scholars with such diverse 
opinions as Guthrie and Goulder have argued for 
Pauline authorship of the letter. There are at least 
five reasons in defense of Pauline authorship.7!? 

(1) The Epistle’s Self-Claims. The author of this 
letter clearly claims to be Paul, with his apostolic 
authority (1:1; 3:1). The other Prison Epistles are 
said to be coauthored with Timothy; but Ephesians 
(like Romans, even though a scribe was involved; 
Rom 16:22) has the singular claim of having been 
written only by Paul. This claim to authorship is 
reinforced by regular use of the first person singu- 
lar throughout the letter (1:15, 16; 3:3-4, 7, 13, 
14-15; 4:1, 17-18; 5:2; 6:19, 21, 22). One would ex- 
pect this to be the case if the letter were written by 
Paul; if it is not by Paul, either directly or indi- 
rectly, the issue of pseudonymity is introduced (see 
ch.9, sec. 6, above). 

(2) External Evidence. It appears that Ephesians 
was written before the turn of the first century and 
was in widespread circulation by the mid—second 
century. The letter is clearly cited by Clement (1 
Clem. 64 [Eph 1:3-4], 46.6 [4:4—6], 36.2 [4:18], 59.3 
[1:18]), who wrote in ca. A.D. 96, as well as by the 
Didache (4.10-11), Ignatius (Pol. 1.2, 5.1; Smyrn. 1.1; 
Eph. 1.1, 10.3), Polycarp (Phil. 1.3, 12.1), and the 
Shepherd of Hermas (Mand. 3.1.4; Sim. 9.13.17).22° 
The Muratorian Fragment, line 51, also lists the let- 
ter. On the basis of this external evidence, one 
might be able to date Ephesians to A.D. 80-95 but 
still not require Pauline authorship. Another factor 
to consider is the apparent assumption in the letter 
that the temple in Jerusalem is still standing. When 
the author speaks of the reconciling activity of 
Christ as destroying the dividing wall (2:14), he is 
probably referring to the wall of the temple divid- 
ing the holy of holies from the outer areas, and to 
make the analogy understandable, assumes that 
this wall is standing.” Taking the dividing wall 
metaphorically of some other division between Jew 
and Gentile is possible, but not likely in light of the 
context, which seems to place the scene in Jerusa- 
lem around the death of Jesus. 

(3) Letter Form. The letter itself follows the 
standard outline of a Pauline letter, with the five 
major sections: opening (1:1-2), thanksgiving (1:3~23), 
body (2:1-3:21), parenesis (4:1-6:20), and clos- 
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ing (6:21-24). Indeed, in some ways it forms the 
archetypal Pauline letter, showing a balance of 
proportion not found in others. 

(4) Language. Differences of style in Ephesians 
have been noted since the time of Erasmus, but 
there are also several typical Pauline characteris- 
tics in the language. These include the vocabulary, 
which for the most part is more in harmony with 
the language used in Paul’s earlier letters than any 
other of the letters falling into this later period (see 
below). The author makes use of paradoxical an- 
titheses (6:15, 20), typical of the main Pauline Let- 
ters, and relies upon citation of the OT, typical only 
of the main Pauline Letters, in particular Romans,” 
Not only does he cite the OT (4:8—11); he makes use 
of OT imagery (1:22; 2:13, 17; 4:25; 5:2; 6:1-3). A 
number of objections have been raised to other fea- 
tures of the language of Ephesians. The most im- 
portant of these is the use of strings of modifying 
phrases. Opponents of Pauline authorship often cite 
numerous examples in Ephesians where modifying 
phrases, often using words in the genitive case, are 
strung together, arguably without a clear sense of 
modification (e.g., 1:18, literally: “the riches of the 
glory of his inheritance”), as we saw above in 
Colossians. In his recent work on the opponents in 
Ephesians (which he takes to be the letter to the 
Laodiceans), Goulder points out two things. First, 
in Paul’s letters, including his main letters, one of 
his common techniques is to cite his opponents’ 
claims but gloss them with his own rebuttal (e.g., 1 
Cor 2:6-7; 2 Cor 3:1-3, 7; 4:4; etc.). And second, 
when Paul responds, he often does so in terms of 
what he believes has been accomplished in Christ. 
Thus a mammoth single sentence such as Eph 
1:3-14 makes good sense of its repeated use of “in 
Christ” phrasing when opponents with a subordi- 
nate view of Christ are concerned (see also 3:16-17). 
As Goulder says: “Once one is aware of this ten- 
dency, the loose trailing on of clauses and genitival 
phrases is seen to be no more un-Pauline in Ephe- 
sians than in 2 Cor. 4.4. The denial of Pauline au- 
thorship is the consequence of the widespread 
temptation to substitute counting for thinking.”23 

(5) Theology. There are numerous theological 
similarities between the approach of Ephesians and 
the other Pauline Letters. Included among these 
are references to God as glorious (1:17), powerful 
(1:10-20), merciful (2:4-10), and predestining 
(1:5-14). Christ is seen to have a high and exalted 
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position, witnessed not only by the repeated use of 
“in Christ” language noted above (e.g., 1:3, 10, 11) 
but also by the function he is given of reconciling 
humanity to God and humans to each other by 
means of the cross (2:13-16). Christ is also the one 
who triumphs over all other powers (1:21—22). The 
Holy Spirit serves as an agent of revelation (2:18; 
3:5) and as a unifying force in the Christian com- 
munity (4:3; 5:18). The church has been brought 
together or reconciled by Christ so that Jew and 
Gentile form one new creation (2:13-16). 


b. Non-Pauline Authorship. The majority of schol- 
ars deny that Paul wrote Ephesians. Hence, any 
references to Paul as writer must be taken as 
pseudonymous references and not historically ac- 
curate. There are three reasons for this.724 

(1) Point of View. The point of view in Ephe- 
sians seems to reflect a period later than that of 
Paul. This is seen in two ways. First, Paul is treated 
with a high amount of dignity unbefitting his writ- 
ing the letter himself (3:1-13) but more in keeping 
with a later follower or disciple of Paul writing 
with reverence and respect for the former apostle 
to the Gentiles, as if he were still speaking to the 
Christian community. Second, and in keeping with 
the first, the letter seems to refer to the apostles as 
if they were a closed group (2:20; 3:5). If Paul were 
one of the apostles, it is unlikely that he would 
refer to the group as a separate and distinct foun- 
dational group that the current church had been 
constructed upon (cf. 1 Cor 12:28, where there is 
closer integration of apostles with others in the 
church, reflecting the tone of 1 Corinthians). 

(2) Language and Style. There are forty hapax 
legomena, or words not found elsewhere in the NT 
(there are fifty-one words not found in the undis- 
puted letters of Paul), including the words trans- 
lated “tossed to and fro” (4:14; kAvdaviCopat, 
klydonizomai) and “lost all sensitivity” (4:19; 
amaAryew, apalged). There are other words used in a 
new sense, such as “mystery” (5:32; wvoTrptov, 
mystérion), “plan” or “commission” (e.g., 1:10; 3:2, 
9; olkovowta, oikonomia), and “fullness” (1:23; 
TANPwLA, pléroma). Many have seen the language 
of Ephesians reflecting the language not of the 
early Pauline Letters but of the Apostolic Fathers, 
indicating a date in the late second century.” 
When words that are Pauline are found in Ephe- 
sians, it is not uncommon to find that they have 
been compounded or that they are strung together 


in large phrases and expressions (1:3-14, 15-23; 
2:1-10)—often highly repetitious ones such as 
“great love with which he loved us” (2:4) or “holy 
and blameless” (1:4). Colossians and Ephesians are 
quite similar in arrangement and subject matter 
(see below), and by the traditional chronology and 
views of authorship, they must have been com- 
posed at very close to the same time. They are suffi- 
ciently different in their language and style, how- 
ever, to raise questions. Some might posit the greater 
involvement of a scribe or secretary in composi- 
tion, but this would mean that the secretary had 
sacrificed Paul’s language for that of another. 

(3) Theology. In Ephesians, certain doctrines 
seem to have either faded from prominence or been 
replaced by other doctrines. For example, to some it 
appears that the stress on the death of Christ and 
the theology of the cross have faded from view in 
Ephesians. The cross is only mentioned at 2:16, and 
Christ’s death only at 1:7 and 5:2, 25. While the 
earlier Pauline Letters seem to reflect a futuristic 
eschatology (1 Thess 4:13-17; 2 Thess 2), Ephesians 
seems to reflect a realized eschatology in which be- 
lievers are already seated in the heavens with Christ 
(2:6), although there is a current battle with evil 
powers (2:2; 6:12). Concerning marriage, it appears 
that the author of Ephesians is making concessions 
regarding the strong position exemplified in 1 Cor 
7. First Corinthians 7 has a firm but egalitarian 
posture. Ephesians 5:22-33 alters that stance, how- 
ever, by imposing a subordinationist position on 
women and moves the discussion away from con- 
siderations of actual life to a spiritualized sense in 
which husband-wife relations are related to Christ 
and the church. The church, instead of being built 
on Jesus Christ (cf. 1 Cor 3:11), is now seen to be 
built on the “apostles and prophets” (Eph 2:20) and 
is the replacement of Israel, an idea hinted at in the 
main Pauline Letters only in Gal 6:16. 


In spite of this recognizably strong evidence, 
there are two major problems with the view that 
Ephesians is not by Paul. First, the evidence tends 
to be negative (e.g., regarding language and 
style)—finding problems with the traditional view 
but not concerned to explain the evidence at hand. 
For example, most would argue for a date of A.D. 
80-90 if the letter is not by Paul, even though some 
of the evidence used to establish non-Pauline au- 
thorship claims that the language dates to the late 
second century. Second, there are the historical 


and theological problems, as with all pseudony- 
mous-letter theories. Since the letter is clearly at- 
tributed to Paul, it means that some later writer 
who was not Paul used the apostle’s name. This 
raises important issues regarding the nature of the 
Pauline corpus (see ch. 9, sec. 6, above). Neverthe- 
less, many scholars still maintain that Ephesians 
was written as a letter for the Pauline churches of 
Asia Minor after the apostle had died, since he had 
left followers, possibly a school, who perpetuated 
his tradition through written letters. 


c. Modified View. The modified position, repre- 
sented by Martin, recognizes the weight of the evi- 
dence for Pauline authorship.76 He notes the kinds 
of similarities in language and thought mentioned 
above, as well as the external evidence. But he also 
recognizes that there are persistent difficulties and 
problems in accepting the letter as Pauline, in the 
same sense that other letters are accepted as Pau- 
line, such as Philippians. The solution he proposes 
is that the teaching, while authentically Pauline 
and originating with the apostle, has been com- 
piled and published by a faithful follower. This per- 
son must have been someone familiar with Paul’s 
thinking, one who could be entrusted to represent 
what Paul had to say, but adapt it to the situation 
being addressed. For Martin, the logical choice of 
writer is Luke. In support of such a hypothesis is 
the fact that of the words found in Ephesians but not 
in Paul’s main letters, twenty-five are found in 
Luke-Acts, and ten of these are found nowhere else 
in the NT; in addition, some phrasing seems Lukan. 
Further support is found in parallels between Ephe- 
sians and Paul’s meeting with the Ephesian elders 
recorded in Acts 20:17-383—for example, the dis- 
cussion regarding the Holy Spirit (Acts 20:23, 28; 
Eph 3:5; 4:3—4). 

If Martin is correct and Luke was the actual 
“writer” of Ephesians, that is, the one who took 
Paul’s thinking and applied it to the situation at 
Ephesus and committed this to writing, several dif- 
ficulties are overcome. First, this would account for 
stylistic differences between Ephesians and the 
major Pauline Epistles. It would even account for 
the fact that Ephesians is often seen not to be as 
personal a letter, since only Tychicus is personally 
greeted at the end of the letter (Eph 6:21). Second, 
the portrayal of Paul’s apostleship as unique and 
authoritative (3:1-13) would make sense if the writer 
or compiler of the letter were someone such as 
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Luke, a longtime traveling companion and follower 
of the great apostle. Third, such a view of author- 
ship would make sense of some of the modifications 
in thought from other letters, such as the waning 
of expectation regarding the Parousia (3:20-21) or 
the view of the church in terms of a new creation, 
with racial boundaries abolished (especially if the 
writer were a Gentile such as Luke). 

Martin’s idea has much to commend it, but it 
encounters two sets of difficulties. One concerns 
particular items of his comparisons. For example, 
Mitton raises the discrepancy that Acts does not 
know of Paul's letters, while Ephesians—suppos- 
edly written by Luke—knows of Acts 20.72” The 
second set of difficulties concerns what constitutes 
evidence and how the hypothesis can be proved 
true or false. On the one hand, similarities between 
Ephesians and the Lukan writings become evidence 
for Luke’s involvement because Ephesians is al- 
ready seen to be under Luke’s influence. On the 
other hand, anything that does not conform to 
Paul’s style or thinking can be attributed to Luke 
as well. It is difficult to know what would consti- 
tute proof that Luke—or almost any other writer— 
was involved in the writing process. Furthermore, 
so little is known about the traveling companions 
of Paul, including Luke, that it is difficult to attrib- 
ute such writing activities to them or know the na- 
ture of any involvement by them. 

In conclusion, the critical issues above—espe- 
cially the Lukan hypothesis and the negative, 
rather than positive, evidence regarding non-Pau- 
line authorship—are highly problematic and diffi- 
cult to prove. Since the arguments for Pauline 
authorship at least address the major problems, au- 
thentic Pauline authorship is as reasonable a 
choice as the alternatives. 


2. Relation of Colossians and Ephesians 


The complex relation of Colossians to Ephe- 
sians is important regardless of the view one takes 
of authorship. For those who hold to Pauline au- 
thorship, it indicates composition of the letters at a 
similar point in Paul’s ministry—while being held 
prisoner, probably in Rome. It suggests that Paul 
wrote one of the letters, probably Colossians first, 
and then used some of the same ideas, and occa- 
sionally even the same wording, when writing 
Ephesians. A comparison of Colossians and Ephesians 
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may suggest something similar for those who hold 
to the modified view of Pauline authorship, accord- 
ing to which the writer—whether he was Luke or 
not is unimportant at this stage—likely used 
Colossians in some way as a template for his com- 
position. For those who hold to non-Pauline au- 
thorship of Ephesians, the picture may well have 
been similar, except that there was an interval be- 
tween the writing of Colossians by Paul—if in fact 
it was by Paul—and its use by someone to create a 
letter to a fellow church in Asia. The purpose of 
this section is not to argue for a particular view of 
Ephesians’ relation to Colossians but, rather, to 
present the similarities so that they can be appreci- 
ated in studying the two letters. 

It has been estimated that 34 percent of the 
words of Colossians reappear in Ephesians. Or if the 
movement was the other way, 26.5 percent of 
Ephesians appears in Colossians.” Despite this sig- 
nificant amount of overlap, very few extended pas- 
sages are paralleled. The one important exception 
is Col 4:7-8 and Eph 6:21—22, which have extended 
verbal agreement of twenty-nine words. In all other 
parallel passages, five to seven words at most are 
the same from one letter to another. Perhaps more 
noticeable than the verbal parallels, however, are 
similarities not only in the epistolary form but also 
in the topics. These are set out in Table 10-5, on p. 
490. One must be careful with such a chart, how- 
ever. As Lincoln points out, there are also a number 
of differences in content. And certain organ- 
izational features (e.g., the opening) regularly ap- 
pear in set places in the Pauline Letters, thus mini- 
mizing some of the similarities of these two letters. 


3. Origin, Purpose, Occasion, and Destination 


Determination of the origin of Ephesians de- 
pends upon one’s view of authorship. If the letter is 
Pauline or by a close associate, such as Luke, it 
originated during his imprisonment in either Rome, 
Ephesus, Caesarea, or Corinth, with Rome being 
the most likely (see ch. 9, sec. 4). If the letter is 
non-Pauline, it is impossible to determine the ori- 
gin or destination of the letter. 

The destination, purpose, and occasion of the 
letter are closely interconnected. These will be treated 
together in light of the difficulty with the opening 
of the letter. There is serious debate regarding the 
destination of the letter in Eph 1:1 because all of the 


best and earliest manuscripts (p* X B, among oth- 
ers) lack the words “in Ephesus.” If the words “in 
Ephesus” are taken out, as they almost assuredly 
should be, the Greek phrasing is not only awkward 
but unparalleled,’ indicating that at some time 
there must have been some city or destination 
listed in the manuscript. Unfortunately, the manu- 
script tradition lists no city but Ephesus. Origen, 
the church father, attempting to explain the open- 
ing without a destination, speculated that the 
opening “the saints who are” refers to those called 
into existence by God, who is Being himself. Others 
have tried to explicate “the saints who are” and the 
“faithful” as Jewish and Gentile Christians respec- 
tively. None of these proposals has proved satisfac- 
tory. Other solutions are more enlightening.” 


a. Letter to the Ephesians. For those who main- 
tain Pauline authorship of the letter, some might 
still maintain that it was originally addressed to the 
church at Ephesus, even if it was addressed to other 
churches as well. This position recognizes that, de- 
spite the dispute over the destination of the letter, 
Ephesus is nevertheless the only one recorded in the 
textual tradition, including the church fathers,72! 

This view of Ephesus as the destination still en- 
counters several objections, especially if Paul is the 
author of the letter. The letter gives the idea that 
the author does not know the congregation (Eph 
1:15; 3:2-3; 4:21), but Paul spent several years min- 
istering in Ephesus (see Acts 19). Furthermore, as 
mentioned, there are no personal references in the 
letter, apart from the mention of Tychicus (and this 
is a commendation), and no apparent firsthand 
knowledge of the situation in Ephesus. The letter 
appears to be addressed to Gentiles, but there were 
also Jewish Christians in Ephesus. This evidence 
seems to indicate that either Paul was addressing 
only one faction of the congregation or the traditional 
destination is not accurate and must be reassessed. 


b. Circular Letter. The view that the letter is a 
circular letter can take at least two forms. Some 
have argued that the letter is authentically Pauline 
but was not addressed to only one church, that it 
was a circular letter, quite possibly taken by Tychicus 
at the same time he carried to Colossae the letters 
to the Colossians and Philemon. This would ac- 
count for the blank in the early manuscripts, since 
it was left to the reader of the letter in a given city 
to fill in the name of that city; for the lack of formal 


greetings and the more distant tone; and, in the 
view of certain scholars, for the letter’s assemblage 
of some of Paul's essential thoughts. Later, possibly 
because a copy of the letter remained in Ephesus, 
the letter became associated with that city. One 
problem with the circular-letter hypothesis is that 
besides the place of destination, “Ephesus,” the 
word “in” is missing from the earliest manuscripts. 
One might expect the inclusion of this word to indi- 
cate where to insert the destination (i.e., “in. . .”). 
Others have argued that the letter was a circular 
letter that is not authentically Pauline. Written in 
the spirit of an authentic Pauline letter, it was de- 
signed to disseminate his message to a number of 
churches in Asia. This view has similarities to 
Goodspeed’s hypothesis regarding the origin of the 
Pauline Letters corpus (see below). 


c. Safeguard Letter against the Colossian Heresy. 
This view, tied to the circular-letter hypothesis, ar- 
gues that the letter was not written to the Ephe- 
sians alone but, rather, to the larger surrounding 
community of Christians in Asia to provide a safe- 
guard against the spread of the Colossian heresy 
(see the sec. 3.B, above, on Colossians for a discus- 
sion of the possible opponents). This theory would 
explain why the letter uses or reveals dependence 
upon Colossians, since it was designed to provide a 
more general statement that a large number of 
churches could read with profit. According to this 
view, Tychicus probably carried this letter as well and 
set it in circulation when he arrived in the area. 


d. Letter to the Laodiceans. Colossians 4:16 states 
that after the Letter to the Colossians has been 
read, it is apparently to be exchanged with a letter 
to the Laodiceans so that the latter can be read to 


the Colossian church. There have been many at- 


tempts to locate the letter to the Laodiceans, but 
several hypotheses aside, no letter has been found 
(a fourth-century letter in Latin, cited in discussion 
of the Letter to the Philippians, is certainly not that 
letter).? Goulder argues that Ephesians must be 
the letter to the Laodiceans if it is authentic (which 
he believes it is), for several reasons: the associat- 
ing of the Colossians with the Laodiceans (Col 2:1), 
the linkage between the two letters, the problems 
about the identification of the addressee, and Marcion’s 
purported attribution of Ephesians to a Laodicean 
origin (Tertullian, Ag. Marc. 5.17.1; note also that 
there is a Marcionite prologue for a letter to the 
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Laodiceans but not one for the Ephesians).?? The 
evidence cited plausibly points in the direction of the 
Laodicean letter, but it is still not in the manuscript 
tradition. Goulder argues that when the Laodicean 
community became anti-Pauline (Rev 3:14—22), the 
original letter was destroyed but a copy survived at 
Ephesus; the ancient evidence commends this view. 


e. Ephesians and the Pauline Corpus. Goodspeed 
proposed that the Pauline Letters were gathered to- 
gether at around the turn of the first century, after 
waning in importance since the death of the apostle. 
Interest in Paul’s writings revived, and the letter 
we know now as Ephesians was written as a cover 
letter for this collection.734 In Goodspeed’s view, a 
devoted follower of Paul, writing it for those who 
were unfamiliar with Paul’s writings, used the op- 
portunity to summarize what he thought was im- 
portant and enduring in Paul's thought. The collec- 
tion of the Pauline Letters would have circulated to 
various churches, with the addressee conceivably 
changing according to the church in receipt of it. 

The problems with this view are several. Since 
recent rethinking about the formation of the Pau- 
line letter collection does not recognize a time 
when Paul’s letters were under a threat of being 
forgotten, this theory is less plausible than ever. 
The major problem is that there is no trace that 
Ephesians was ever at the head of any collection of 
the Pauline corpus. One would expect to find some 
collection in which this order of assemblage is re- 
flected, but no set of manuscripts or manuscript list 
shows this. There are also further difficulties. How 
do we explain the reference to Tychicus if he were 
not involved in the letter’s dissemination? And why 
was Colossians, of all letters, chosen as the letter to 
imitate in Ephesians, especially when Romans has 
traditionally been seen to serve the function of in- 
troducing the major Pauline teachings? 


f. Summary. The occasion for Ephesians is, in 
many ways, one of the most difficult to determine 
because of the factors mentioned above. It is clear 
that the letter was addressed to a Gentile church 
(2:11; 3:1), quite possibly under some form of threat 
from a group of Judaizers, Jewish Christians who 
were arguing for the continued practice of the law 
(2:11). Paul’s response was to assert that the Jewish 
practices had been abolished (2:15) and that both 
Jew and Gentile are on equal footing with God 
(2:13-16), since salvation is by grace through faith 
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(2:8), thus creating one unified church (5:18-21). 
Goulder has argued that there was a problem with 
Jewish visionaries promoting an apocalyptic Jew- 
ish-Christian theology that compromised the posi- 
tion and preeminence of Christ.2° One does not 
need to go as far as Goulder, however, to appreci- 
ate the situation that the letter addresses, one that 
Paul encountered elsewhere in his missionary en- 
deavor (e.g., Galatians). 


4. Outline of Ephesians?* 


A. Opening (1:1-2) 
1. Sender (1:1) 
2. Addressee (1:1) 
3. Greeting (1:2) 
B. Thanksgiving (1:3-23) 
1. Thanksgiving proper (1:3-14) 
2. Intercession (1:15-23) 
C. Body: Unity in Christ (2:1—-3:21) 
1. Salvation by grace to do good works 
(2:1-10) 
2. Incorporation of Gentiles into one 
Christian faith (2:11-22) 
3. Paul as minister of the mystery (3:1-13) 
4. Concluding prayer and doxology (3:14—21) 
D. Parenesis (4:1-6:20) 
1. Living a worthy life (4:1-6) 
2. Responding to God's grace (4:7-16) 
3. Living the Christian life (4:17-5:20) 
4. Submission in household relationships 
(5:21-6:9) 
5. Being strong in the Lord (6:10—17) 
6. Praying in the Spirit (6:18—20) 
E. Closing (6:21-24) 
1. Tychicus (6:21-22) 
2. Benedictions (6:23-24) 


4, THE PASTORAL EPISTLES 


“Although these letters purport to be written by 
Paul, . . . most scholars believe they are post-Pau- 
line—even later than Colossians, Ephesians, and 2 
Thessalonians.””” The Pauline origin of these letters 
was apparently not disputed from their earliest attes- 
tation until the early part of the nineteenth cen- 
tury,” but today the broad consensus among most 
critical scholars is that the Pastoral Epistles were not 
written by Paul but, rather, by some later followers of 
Paul using his name. Hence they are pseudonymous. 
This scenario raises a number of very intriguing and 


difficult questions for discussion, since there are a 
number of factors that must be taken into account 
(see ch. 9 on the problem of pseudonymity and ch. 13 
on the formation of the biblical canon). 


A. Timothy and Titus 


One of the clear things about the Pastorals is 
that they are written as if they are personal letters 
addressed to single individuals. The personal na- 
ture of the letters is widely disputed; most scholars 
consider them to be church or community docu- 
ments (in line with comments in the Muratorian 
Fragment). This is not entirely clear from the way 
the letters present themselves, however. It was not 
until the early eighteenth century that 1 and 2 
Timothy and Titus were first referred to as the Pas- 
toral or Shepherd Letters,??? apparently appearing 
to most to be personal letters, even if they address 
issues of interest within a larger church setting. 

A number of personal characteristics are worth 
noting. For example, Timothy is a very important 
minor character in the NT. The son of a Jewish 
mother named Eunice and a Greek father (Acts 
16:1—-2), he was an associate of Paul (Acts 17:14—-15; 
18:5; 19:22) and is at least given credit for coauthorship 
in the NT by being included in the salutation of a 
number of Paul's letters (1 and 2 Thessalonians, 2 
Corinthians, Philippians, Philemon, and Colossians). 
Indeed, he is mentioned in all but three of the tradi- 
tional Pauline Letters (Galatians, Ephesians, and 
Titus). In the Pastoral Epistles, he is shown remain- 
ing at Ephesus at the time of Paul’s supposed re- 
lease from his first Roman imprisonment (1 Tim 
1:2, 3) and is still there when Paul is back in prison 
in 2 Tim 1:18 (cf. 4:9ff.). He did important mission- 
ary work at Thessalonica (1 Thess 3:2) and Corinth 
(1 Cor 4:17), although he appears to have had a 
timid personality, such that he may have been eas- 
ily intimidated by others at Corinth and Ephesus. 

Less is known about Titus, who is mentioned 
twelve times in the NT. He was a Greek and re- 
mained uncircumcised (Gal 2:3). He apparently had 
a bolder personality than Timothy and conse- 
quently undertook several difficult tasks for Paul, 
especially at Corinth (2 Cor 7:6, 7, 13-15; 8:6; 12:18), 
including taking the “severe letter” and 2 Corinthi- 
ans to the church there and reporting to Paul 
when the crisis was apparently over. Titus was— 
according to the book with his name—left at Crete 


by Paul (Titus 1:5ff.), and then rejoined Paul at 
Nicopolis (3:12); at the end of Paul’s life he was in 
Dalmatia (2 Tim 4:10). 

It is appropriate that the Pastoral Epistles— 
whether authentically Pauline or pseudonymous— 
are addressed to these historical figures involved in 
various ways in the ministry and mission of the 
historical Paul. 


B. Critical Difficulties 


The four major critical difficulties regarding the 
Pastoral Epistles concern the epistolary form, the 
style and content, the Pauline chronology, and the 
use of these letters in the early church.7*° 


1. Epistolary Form 


The Pastoral Epistles purport to be addressed to 
individuals. But it has been plausibly argued that 
the letters are in fact community or church letters, 
like virtually all of the other Pauline Letters (the 
apparent exception being Philemon). One reason 
for this position is the amount of material in the 
letters concerned with such things as the faith or 
Christian belief, the administration of the church— 
including its officers and those who serve in it— 
and social issues that the early church confronted, 
such as the responsibility for widows. Another rea- 
son given is that the personal elements, typical of 
Paul’s personal letters, have supposedly receded 
into the background as church interests emerge. 
But which personal letters are these that would 
provide suitable examples for comparison? Philemon, 
addressed to Philemon, Apphia, Archippus, and the 
church? Some would say that Philemon is the only 
authentic personal letter in the Pauline corpus, 
while others would question whether even Philemon 
is a genuine personal letter. If this is the case, it is 
difficult to categorically deny, on the basis of aber- 
rant epistolary form, that the Pastoral Epistles are 
personal letters, since there is only one or no au- 
thentic Pauline personal letter for true comparison. 

According to Dibelius and Conzelmann, 2 Tim- 
othy best fits the picture of the Pauline letter, be- 
cause the personal element is “strongly emphasized.” 
Titus holds an intermediate position, since address- 
ing instructions to a person where there is not an 
established church order is at least understandable. 
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First Timothy, however, “affords the most difficul- 
ties. For here, personal elements fade into the 
background.”?*! But how does one determine this 
fading of the personal elements? Subject matter 
alone is not a sufficient criterion, since it does not 
compromise the integrity of a personal letter to dis- 
cuss matters that affect those other than the pri- 
mary person(s) involved (as the nonliterary papyri 
amply attest—e.g., when one writes to another 
about a third party). There would need to be some 
formal characteristic in the language of the letter 
to establish this fading of the personal. But there is 
no instance, for example, of second person plural 
verb forms, only second person singular, and no in- 
stance of second person plural pronouns, only sec- 
ond person singular, apart from the formulaic 
closing in 6:21.7*? So far as formal criteria are con- 
cerned, it is not clear how one could establish the 
features of personal address in 1 Timothy more 
clearly. 


2. Style, Content, and Theology 


The question here is whether differences in 
content can be explained by the nature of the let- 
ters, or whether they point to non-Pauline author- 
ship. Debate regarding style falls essentially into 
two areas: vocabulary and style proper. There have 
been numerous statistical studies undertaken to 
show how un-Pauline the vocabulary and style of 
the Pastorals are on the basis of a high number 
of singular occurrences of certain terms (hapax 
legomena), varying word or word-class frequencies, 
and more regular and less varied sentence struc- 
ture. There have likewise been a number of studies 
that have countered these claims by showing flaws 
in the calculations regarding vocabulary and ar- 
rangement; by configuring the vocabulary items 
counted in different ways in relation to the other 
Pauline Letters, the rest of the NT, and other bodies 
of literature; and by arguing that differences of 
context and subject matter require modified word 
choice and sentence structure.?** There are two 
unresolved issues here. 

The first is the size of the appropriate sample 
for study. In Neumann’s recent discussion of the 
issue, he includes a survey of the numbers proposed. 
These range from 85 to 3,500 words in recent stud- 
ies, and as high as 10,000 words in earlier studies. 
What is evident is that there is no agreed-upon 
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number of words for a sample. Thus Neumann ap- 
parently almost arbitrarily decides that 750 
words will be his sample size, not on the basis of a 
reasoned argument but only so that the Pauline 
Letters can be included. Even so, Titus, with its 659 
words, is still too small. 

The second consideration regarding style is 
what exactly is being determined and how signifi- 
cant the findings must be before it can be decided 
that something is or is not Pauline. The methods 
used to determine authorship are almost as varied 
as the scholars doing the calculations, with very 
little control on what criteria are being used and 
what would count as an adequate test of the 
method. Furthermore, aside from the appearance 
of scientific accuracy, one must still interpret the 
results. What does it mean that one of the early 
church fathers’ writings satisfies certain statistical 
tests and is placed close to the authentic Pauline 
Letters, whereas one of the disputed Pauline Letters 
is further away? What does it mean that one of the 
supposedly authentic Pauline Letters is further 
away? In other words, how much variety is tolera- 
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ble in the statistical outcome before one questions 
authorship? This has not been determined.7*4 
These two major difficulties make it extremely diffi- 
cult to use statistics to determine Pauline author- 
ship of the Pastoral Epistles. 

Formalization of church order is often men- 
tioned as a criterion for authorship.74° In many 
scholars’ minds, the Pastoral Epistles appear to be 
referring to an established church structure. This 
structure has formal offices (elders, overseers/ 
bishops, deacons), with people who occupy these 
positions having authority over the other members 
of the community. The charisma of the Spirit, ac- 
cording to this view, has been curtailed and has 
been replaced by an orderly succession through the 
laying on of hands. Furthermore, the church finds 
itself responding to a form of thinking (1 Tim 6:20) 
that advocates asceticism and a kind of legalism (1 
Tim 1:7; 4:3, 8; Titus 3:9) in the context of a realized 
eschatology (2 Tim 2:17—18). This is all seen to re- 
flect an “early catholicism,” typical of what ap- 
pears in writings of the second century and later, 
especially those influenced by Gnosticism.“ In 
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order to back up this theory, however, one must 
successfully deal with several issues. The first is 
how to explain the fact that Phil 1:1 uses the terms 
“bishops/overseers” and “deacons, "248 singling 
them out in the very order in which they appear in 
1 Tim 3. They are not defined in Philippians, but 
they probably reflect an early form of institutional 
structure already present in the Pauline churches. 
(Incidentally, the author of Luke-Acts may know 
something of this in Acts 14:23, which refers to el- 
ders being appointed in the Pauline churches.) The 
second issue concerns the form of opposition being 
confronted in the Pastoral Epistles. The tendency is 
to place the opponents in the second century, but 
there is still some question whether any of the 
practices or apparent beliefs mentioned in the Pas- 
torals are totally unfamiliar to the authentic Pau- 
line Letters (e.g., 1 Cor 7:1; 8:1-3; 15:17-19; Gal 
4:8-10; cf. also Col 2:20-22).?49 

Regarding the theology of the Pastoral Epistles, 
certain terminology that occurs in the authentic 
Pauline writings is used in different ways. Thus the 
concept of faith, which, in the authentic Pauline 
Letters, seems to be a subjective or obedient re- 
sponse to God, takes on the more objective sense of 
a common body of belief or virtue, or even Chris- 
tianity itself (e.g., 1 Tim 1:2, 5, 14, 19; 2:7, 15; 3:9; 
4:1, 6, 12; 5:8, 12; 6:10, 11, 12, 21; 2 Tim 1:5; 2:22; 
3:8, 10; Titus 1:4, 13; 2:2; 3:15). This tradition is to 
be received, protected, and passed on.?? Righ- 
teousness, which, in the authentic Pauline Letters, 
signifies the state of being in right relation with 
God, seems to take on the more neutral and objec- 
tive sense of justice in the Pastoral Epistles (e.g., 1 
Tim 6:11; 2 Tim 2:22; 4:8; Titus 1:8). Love, which is 
a key virtue in the authentic Pauline writings, is 
seen as one virtue among others in the Pastoral 
Epistles, often side by side with faith (e.g., 1 Tim 
1:14; 2:15; 4:12; 6:11; 2 Tim 1:7, 13; 2:22; 3:10; Titus 
2:2). The Pauline phrase €v Xptot@, en Christo, 
which has been variously interpreted but seems to 
indicate some sort of relation in which believers 
find themselves within the sphere of Christ’s con- 
trol, seems to have taken on a more technical sense 
of “existence within the Christian community” in 
the Pastoral Epistles (e.g., 1 Tim 1:14; 2 Tim 1:2, 9, 
13; 2:1, 10; 3:12, 15). In the Pastoral Epistles, God is 
called Savior, in six of the eight times that such 
phrasing appears in the NT (1 Tim 1:1; 2:3; 4:10; 
Titus 1:3; 2:10; 3:4; ef. Phil 3:20; Eph 5:23). In the 
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Pastoral Epistles the conscience of members of the 
community is either good and pure or soiled and 
seared, rather than strong or weak (e.g., 1 Tim 1:5, 
19; 3:9; 4:2; 2 Tim 1:3; Titus 1:15), just as teaching is 
now either healthy or sick, rather than holy or un- 
holy (1 Tim 1:10; 4:6; 2 Tim 4:3; Titus 1:9; 2:1, 7). A 
few ideas are unique to the Pastoral Epistles and 
are often related to the use of unique words or 
phrases. An example would be “The saying is sure” 
(e.g., 1 Tim 1:15; 3:1; 4:9; 2 Tim 2:11; Titus 3:8), for 
which there is no true parallel in the authentic 
Pauline Letters.7>! And 1 Tim 1:13, which says that 
Paul was shown mercy by God because of his pre- 
vious ignorance and unbelief, may reflect non-Pau- 
line thought. Still, ideas unique to the Pastoral 
Epistles are admittedly few. Nevertheless, there are 
perceivable theological differences, at least in their 
context of usage. In other words, ideas are present, 
for the most part, in the authentic Pauline Letters, 
but there has been a development whose nature is 
unclear. Is it complementary development, and hence 
still possibly Pauline, or is it contradictory, and 
hence probably non-Pauline??” The latter kind of 
development, which would be necessary to estab- 
lish the distinctiveness of the Pastoral Epistles, would 
also raise the further question of how and why 
these writings were incorporated into the canon. 


3. Pauline Chronology 


The third major issue concerns how these let- 
ters fit in with the Pauline chronology as estab- 
lished in Acts and the other Pauline Letters. If 
there were a number of so-called Prison Epistles 
written during an imprisonment in Rome, such as 
the one recorded in Acts 28:29-31, then where do 
the Pastorals fit in? This is made more acute by the 
fact that 2 Tim 1:17 indicates that it was written 
from Rome. Most consider it highly unlikely that it 
was written from Rome during the same imprison- 
ment. This suggests a second Roman imprison- 
ment, for which there is no other attestation. A 
further difficulty is that although Paul states his in- 
tention in Rom 15:24, 28 to visit Rome on the way 
to Spain, the Pastoral Epistles have him traveling 
in the eastern Mediterranean. First Timothy is ap- 
parently written from Macedonia (1 Tim 1:3), the 
book of Titus to Crete, where there is apparently an 
established Pauline church (Titus 1:5), and 2 Timo- 
thy from imprisonment in Rome (2 Tim 1:16-17). It 
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is not apparent how these fit together. Neverthe- 
less, Paul was in, or had every intention of going 
to, Macedonia several times during his travels, as 
his undisputed letters state (1 Cor 16:5; 2 Cor 1:16; 
2:13; 7:5; Phil 4:15). There is no other record of 
Paul’s visiting Crete, apart from his shipwreck 
there on his way to Rome (Acts 27), but Titus 1:5 
may not be saying that Paul actually left Titus 
there, only that he left him to his task, Paul being 
elsewhere,’ and he was imprisoned several times, 
again according to his authentic letters (2 Cor 6:5; 
11:23; Phim 1, 9). So 1 Timothy and Titus could eas- 
ily be placed within the Pauline letter chronology. 
Does 2 Tim 4:16 imply a previous imprisonment, as 
some have argued, or only a previous defense, 
which the language could well mean? Since we do 
not know all of Paul’s travels from the letters (the 
key example is Paul’s so-called painful visit to Cor- 
inth from Ephesus in the midst of his correspon- 
dence with them: see sec. 2.E, above), there is the 
possibility that he made a significant trip to Mace- 
donia. Neither Paul’s letters nor Acts gives a com- 
plete chronology of Paul’s life and travels; hence, it 
is impossible to solve the chronological issues in 
the Pastoral Epistles. 


4, Use in the Early Church 


Most scholars consider the evidence of use of 
the Pastorals in the early church to be weak. The 
most common arguments are that evidence of use 
of the Pastorals by Ignatius and Polycarp is incon- 
clusive at best and perhaps indicates instead that 
the Pastorals used these church fathers, that 
Marcion does not include them in his canon, and 
that the early and important papyrus text of the 
Pauline Letters, pe (ca. 200), does not include 
them.?* This evidence warrants consideration in 
the attempt to arrive at an estimation of author- 
ship. For the most part, however, this purportedly 
negative evidence is at best ambiguous, while other 
important evidence is slighted.?”° For example, evi- 
dence of the literary dependence of Ignatius and 
Polycarp upon the Pastorals is stronger than often 
thought. According to White, there appear to be at 
least five clear instances in Ignatius, and three in 
Polycarp, of literary dependence on the Pastoral 
Epistles.2°° Marcion does not include the Pastorals, 
but Tertullian in Ag. Marc. 5.21 states that he is 
“surprised .. . that he [Marcion] rejects the two to 


Timothy and the one to Titus.” Tertullian’s state- 
ment may be apologetic and not in fact prove that 
Marcion rejected them. But as Kiimmel points out, 
Marcion’s failure to include them does not mean 
that these letters were not in existence.” The lack 
of the Pastorals in : ae while important to note, 
cannot prove that they were not in existence, since 
there are several possible explanations for this lack. 
These include the scribe’s difficulty in calculating 
how many pages of the papyrus codex were left (it 
is incomplete at both beginning and end), further 
adjustments the scribe may have made in writing 
the letters when he realized he was possibly run- 
ning out of room, because he wanted to fit them in 
(the scribe already shows an increase from twenty- 
six to thirty-two lines per page), and our lack of 
knowledge regarding the purpose of this particular 
papyrus collection of writings. Not only are the 
Pastorals missing from q*, it breaks off in 1 Thessa- 
lonians and lacks the rest of 1 Thessalonians, 2 
Thessalonians, and Philemon as well. Two other 
fragmentary papyri, however, have been dated to 
approximately the same time as ))*°: p, a frag- 
ment of Titus (1:11-15; 2:3-8), and g°?, a fragment 
of Philemon (13-15, 24-25),758 There also seems to 
be a literary relationship between the Pastoral Epis- 
tles and 1 Clement.7°? Some have seen the Pastorals 
as dependent upon 1 Clement, but a trajectory be- 
ginning with the Pastorals is also a possibility. 


C. Proposed Solutions to the Problems 
of the Pastoral Epistles 


With so many problems raised by the Pastoral 
Epistles, it is not surprising to find a number of so- 
lutions as well. 


1. Pseudonymity 


In light of the manifest difficulties raised above, 
it has been suggested by a number of scholars— 
and is clearly the scholarly consensus today—that 
the Pastoral Epistles are pseudepigrapha.7°? This 
position argues that the letters were written after 
Paul’s death, quite possibly in the second century, 
in response to some form of threat to the Pauline 
churches, and that they were written to express 
what Paul himself would have said if he were ad- 
dressing these issues. It must also follow from 


this view that the events and personal references in 
the Pastoral Epistles, including the very personal 
references in 2 Tim 4 and the mention of Rome, 
were artificially created by the author or authors 
of these letters to enhance the likelihood that the 
letter would be accepted in Paul's. If so, whoever 
did this would have been creating a literary decep- 
tion.7¢! On the other hand, if pseudepigrapha were 
a common convention of the early church (as has 
been argued), then such references would have 
been unnecessary and served no legitimate pur- 
pose. This raises the question why it would have 
been necessary to write pseudepigrapha at all. The 
position that the Pastoral Epistles are pseudepig- 
rapha helps explain the apparent contradiction 
that advice regarding behavior and church order 
were given to Timothy, a very close companion of 
Paul, although he would apparently have known 
Paul’s thinking on such issues, since he was a trav- 
eling companion and coauthor of so many letters. 
If the letters are pseudepigraphal, then the writ- 
ers borrowed the name of Timothy, but they needed 
to have this redundant information declared to 
Timothy as if for the first time so that they could ex- 
plicitly state it for their contemporary church 
situation. 


2. Fragmentary Hypothesis 


The fragmentary hypothesis, proposed earlier 
in this century by Harrison and later followed by 
others, claims that there are certain authentic 
sections within the Pastoral Epistles.?° Harrison 
performed several analyses upon the letters, later 
revising his first findings. The major sections Harri- 
son discerned were the following: Titus 3:12-15; 2 
Tim 1:16-18; 3:10-11; 4:1, 2a, 5b-8, 9-15, 20, 21a, 
22b and the ascription “Paul.” A variation on this 
hypothesis is that another person in a Pauline 
church produced this literature and, in so doing, 
also shared something of what happened to Paul 
with his readers: people in Asia turned against 
him, he died in Rome full of faith, and others aban- 
doned him while he was in prison. In other words, 
authentic traces of Paul in the Pastorals may not 
mean that Paul necessarily wrote them: instead, 
they tell a true story, and there was no other rea- 
son to include these authentic details. The conclu- 
sion of such a hypothesis is that the Pastorals are 
Pauline in a strictly limited sense, with the latter 
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form of the hypothesis virtually indistinguishable 
from the pseudepigraphal hypothesis (see above). 
One noticeable shortcoming of the traditional frag- 
mentary hypothesis is that it still does not explain 
the origin of 1 Timothy, since there are no purport- 
edly authentic fragments found in it; neither does it 
explain the necessity of three letters rather than a 
single one. How and why were these particular 
fragments determined to be authentic, other than 
that they tend to be those concerned with personal 
matters? One might contend that there is no reason 
for these portions to be passed on unless they are 
authentic and that there was no reason to fabricate 
them, because they did not otherwise significantly 
add to the message of the book. Precisely because 
these are such ordinary bits of information, no one 
can find an occasion for which they might be cre- 
ated for the church of a later generation. All of 
these contentions, however, seem to work from the 
assumption that the letters are inauthentic, and 
they try to find an explanation of the fragments in- 
stead of starting from the letters and determining 
the fragments from that direction. In any event, 
this view of authorship recognizes the problem 
with the personal elements if the letters are not 
Pauline, but it does not then adequately explain 
the rest of the letters. It seems highly unlikely that 
elaborate letters concerning a number of issues 
were constructed around such personal matters, 
certainly when the personal matters do not suggest 
the subjects of the rest of the letters. When these 
particular fragments of personal information are 
examined more closely, however, it is surprising to 
find that such fine judgments are made by scholars 
regarding several quite ordinary pieces of informa- 
tion. In this case, a bad job has been done of creat- 
ing plausible letters around the preserved fragments 
of authentically Pauline material. To claim that the 
author incorporates authentic Pauline tradition 
into his letters in order to clarify the tradition is a 
more plausible explanation why so little material is 
preserved, but it does not address the question why 
the letters were written in the first place, since the 
message of the letters suits a later stage in the de- 
velopment of the church rather than the context of 
the authentic Pauline Letters and Acts. The con- 
cerns of the letters themselves are more comfort- 
able in a subsequent generation when faith was 
waning, Christ had not returned, and the temptation 
to leave the church was greater. One still wonders, 
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however, if the only basis for the fragmentary hy- 
pothesis is the similarities of the fragments with au- 
thentic Pauline material. 


3. Amanuensis 


It is an undeniable fact, as Richards has clearly 
shown, that the use of scribes was widespread in 
the ancient world.*©? As was discussed in ch. 9, 
sec. 5.D, above, these scribes or amanuenses per- 
formed a wide range of functions, from taking 
straight dictation to serving a creative role similar 
to that of modern personal assistants given respon- 
sibility for composing letters sent under their bosses’ 
names. It is also known that Paul used scribes, as is 
seen in Rom 16:22, which refers to Tertius, and Gal 
6:11-16, where Paul apparently takes up the writ- 
ing instrument himself. A recurring problem in 
Pauline studies is the role that the Pauline scribe 
played (see sec. 3.D and ch. 9, above). The view of 
most scholars is that Paul probably allowed for 
only a limited amount of scribal creativity, since 
there is an overwhelming consistency of presenta- 
tion in his major letters in both content and style. 
There is the possibility that he always used the 
same scribe (perhaps Timothy’s role should be 
given larger credit?), but it is thought more likely 
that he used different scribes but his rhetorical 
skills dominated the correspondence. Such a sce- 
nario allows for the possibility that, on another oc- 
casion, a scribe was given the opportunity to write 
a letter on Paul's behalf with a degree of freedom 
not previously given. It has been suggested that 
such a writer would be Luke, the reputed author of 
Luke—Acts, and possibly the traveling companion 
of Paul.7°* He is referred to in 2 Tim 4:11 as the 
only one left with Paul, and could be considered 
one of Paul’s most enduring companions. In sup- 
port of this hypothesis are certain similarities in vo- 
cabulary between Luke—Acts and the Pastoral 
Epistles. There are also some difficulties with this 
position, however, since the Pastorals actually share 
more words in common with the other Pauline Let- 
ters than with the Lukan writings. Furthermore, if 
the Lukan hypothesis is to explain authorship of 
the Pastorals and Ephesians, one would expect them 
to have significant similarities. It has been argued 
that the Pastoral Epistles have important similari- 
ties to Paul’s speech to the Ephesian elders (Acts 
20:17-38),7 a passage often thought to resemble 


the style of Ephesians, but the evidence does not 
clearly point to common authorship of the Pasto- 
rals and Ephesians. 


4. Pauline Authenticity 


a. Paul’s Life after Acts 28:31. The fourth proferred 
solution to the problem of authorship suggests that 
the story of Paul’s life does not end with the ac- 
count found in Acts and that he composed the let- 
ters after his release from a first Roman imprison- 
ment.7©° Some reason for optimism for his release is 
found in both Acts and the Pauline Letters them- 
selves, as well as in extrabiblical writings (e.g., 
Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.22.2-8; Muratorian Fragment, 
lines 38-39). Acts makes it clear throughout that 
the Roman authorities had no legitimate com- 
plaint against Christians, including Paul, and 
that the Jews were mainly responsible for the trou- 
bles, as recognized by such Roman officials as 
Gallio. In Phil 1:25-26, 2:14 and Phlm 22, Paul 
himself seems optimistic that his release is immi- 
nent. Philemon 22 also suggests that Paul will be 
traveling east from Rome (if he is imprisoned in 
Rome, as we suggest that he is) to Colossae. If Paul 
did eventually suffer martyrdom under Nero, this 
could have occurred at the earliest in A.D. 64. If 
the chronology of Acts for Paul’s missionary jour- 
neys is accurate and this imprisonment occurred 
somewhere around A.D. 61-62, then two more 
years must be accounted for. Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 
2.22.2-8) speaks of two imprisonments of Paul, 
stating that, in the interim, he traveled to the vari- 
ous places recorded in the Pastoral Epistles. It is 
possible, of course, that Eusebius obtained this in- 
formation from the Pastorals and created his own 
scenario, but it is at least as likely that if he had 
known another scenario, he would have presented 
it. There is thus a reasonable basis for the hypothe- 
sis of two Roman imprisonments, with a span of 
approximately two years for Paul to carry out the 
traveling and correspondence suggested by the 
Pastoral Epistles. 


b. Paul’s Life before Acts 28:31. J. A. T. Robinson 
suggests a different scenario.7©” The personal refer- 
ences are fewer in 1 Timothy, but on the basis of 1 
Tim 1:3, which states that Timothy was urged to 
stay on at Ephesus when Paul was heading toward 
Macedonia, Robinson posits that 1 Timothy was 


written on the third missionary journey, perhaps 
from Corinth after Paul had left Ephesus and trav- 
eled through Macedonia into Greece. On the basis 
that Titus had left Corinth (he is not mentioned in 
the greetings of Rom 16) and had been sent off to 
Crete to deal with the church there (Titus 1:5), Rob- 
inson suggests that Titus was written on Paul’s 
journey to Jerusalem, possibly from Miletus (not- 
ing the similarities with the speech in Acts 20). 
The similarities in the names mentioned in 2 
Timothy and Colossians and Philemon, together 
with the sense of desperation, compel Robinson 
to argue that 2 Timothy was written during 
Paul’s imprisonment in Caesarea, where his future 
was still in doubt, after an assassination attempt 
against him in Jerusalem. As mentioned in ch. 9, 
sec. 4, most scholars do not accept Robinson’s re- 
construction, but it is unwise, and probably unfair, 
to be too dogmatic on the non-Pauline origins of 
the letters. : 


D. The Evidence 


The following gives a brief summary of the evi- 
dence often marshaled in discussion of the Pastoral 
Epistles. There are some inherent dangers in this 
approach—that is, discussing all of the letters to- 
gether—since it runs the risk of blurring their 
distinctives. Still, if they are pseudonymous, they 
were probably written by the same person over a 
short amount of time. 


1, The Opponents 


Two kinds of evidence are often marshaled re- 
garding the opponents in these letters: Jewish ele- 
ments and gnostic or proto-gnostic elements. The 
Jewish elements include the claim by the oppo- 
nents to be teachers of the law (1 Tim 1:7), disputes 
over the law (Titus 3:9), and the reference to those 
of the circumcision (Titus 1:10). They were con- 
cerned with various fables and genealogies (1 Tim 
1:4; Titus 1:14; 3:9), perhaps connected to Genesis 
(see 1 Tim 2:13-14), and were ascetics (1 Tim 4:3; 
2:15?; 5:23), but they were not Judaizers, at least of 
the kind that Paul had to combat earlier in his 
ministry. The gnostic or proto-gnostic elements of 
this group are indicated by some of the same evi- 
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dence of Jewish elements: attention to fables and 
genealogies (1 Tim 1:4; Titus 1:14; 3:9), concern for 
knowledge (1 Tim 6:20), and a view of the world as 
evil (1 Tim 4:4). On the contrary, Paul puts for- 
ward a view of God as “one” (1 Tim 2:5), the cre- 
ator (1 Tim 4:3-4), and the savior (1 Tim 1:1; 2:3; 
Titus 1:3; 2:10; 3:4). The only mediator between 
God and the world is Christ (1 Tim 2:5). The letters 
dispute that the readers have already experienced 
the resurrection (2 Tim 2:17—-18), as they seem to 
have been promoting. 

When could such a mix of these two kinds of 
elements have arisen in the early church? Two 
major solutions are usually put forth. One is that 
the opponents were second-century gnostics who 
believed in access to the heavenly realm through 
emanations and ascetic practice.768 The major 
problem with this position is that our knowledge of 
Gnosticism is incomplete. It is now commonly rec- 
ognized that fully developed Gnosticism did not 
emerge until the second century at the earliest, 
even though many of the elements of Gnosticism 
have their roots in Hellenistic and even classical 
philosophy and in Jewish apocalyptic thought. This 
makes it difficult to establish a clear beginning 
point for gnostic influence, as distinct from proto- 
gnostic influence. A further difficulty is that, from 
what we do know, the emanations were never 
called genealogies, a link that some have thought 
necessary in order to find this important gnostic 
doctrine in the Pastorals. One would really have 
expected a more sharply defined criticism of such a 
movement were it really behind this letter. Besides, 
this position does not explain the Jewish elements 
apparently present. : 

A second proposal—perhaps as likely as any 
other—is that the author has sensed in several of 
these churches a movement with a set of beliefs 
very similar to those opposed at Colossae. Perhaps 
it represents a syncretistic form of Judaism with 
some ascetic and legalistic elements peculiar to its 
beliefs. In conjunction with this, there may have 
been problems of church organization—posited 
by some as reflecting early catholicism—or con- 
cerning widows, including the question of egali- 
tarianism (equal status) for various groups of 
women.”©? This movement does not constitute the 
kind or degree of threat that some other sets of op- 
ponents would, so the author responds in more 
general terms, reaffirming essential belief regarding 
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God and Christ—comments that could have been 
directed to any belief system that was highly 
syncretistic. 


2. Theology 


There is no denying that many elements of the 
theology of the Pastorals are consonant with the 
theology found in the main Pauline Letters.7”° 
These include the affirmations that God’s mercy 
has been revealed in Jesus Christ (1 Tim 1:12-17; 
Titus 3:3-7) and that salvation depends upon God’s 
grace (2 Tim 1:9; Titus 3:5) through faith in Christ 
(1 Tim 1:16), who is the redeemer, ransomer, and 
justifier for sinners (1 Tim 2:5-6; Titus 3:7). Eternal 
life is the goal of the Christian life, but there is a 
sense in which something of the joy of that exis- 
tence is experienced now (1 Tim 6:12; cf. 2 Tim 1:1; 
Titus 1:2; 3:7). Besides the more formally theologi- 
cal elements, a number of moral issues are also ad- 
dressed, such as “second” marriages (1 Tim 3:2, 12; 
5:9), slaves (1 Tim 6:1), and the state (1 Tim 2:1—4). 

In addition to these elements of commonality, 
however, there are a number of elements that have 
struck many, if not most, scholars as representing 
differences from established Pauline theology. First, 
several major concepts are not found in the Pasto- 
ral Epistles. For example, it is often said that the 
notion of faith as a “justifying principle” is missing 
in the Pastorals, that instead faith has taken on the 
idea of a body of belief, that is, “orthodoxy” (1 Tim 
3:9; 4:1; Titus 1:13; 2 Tim 4:7). Faith as the justify- 
ing principle is, however, represented in 1 Tim 1:4, 
16 and Titus 3:8. The kind of semantic expansion 
found in the Pastorals is perfectly legitimate to find 
within one author, especially one who wrote over a 
number of years. Also, Jesus as “Son” is not found in 
the Pastorals. This is true, but it is likewise not found 
in Philippians and Philemon and only once in 2 Co- 
rinthians; so perhaps this is not a legitimate criterion. 

Second, some scholars state that certain terms 
are used radically differently in the Pastorals than 
in the other Pauline Letters. An example of this is 
the concept of love, which is said not to be as key a 
virtue in the Pastorals as it is, for instance, in Rom 
5:5. But the importance of love, for Paul, as a cardi- 
nal virtue in motivating God’s action is probably 
not as great as some have argued. In addition, in 1 
Tim 1:5, the author says at the outset of the letter 
that love from a pure heart is the goal of our in- 


struction, an idea that is not totally foreign to the 
authentic Paul. Others have argued that “in Christ” 
is synonymous with what it means to be a Christian 
in the Pastorals, not with the mystical union of be- 
lievers to Christ as in the authentic Pauline Letters. But 
the sense of mystical union has been overdrawn in 
discussing “in Christ” language in Paul (see the 
synopsis of Pauline theology in ch. 9, sec. 2, 
above), and besides, there is the use of similar lan- 
guage in the Pastorals, for example in 2 Tim 1:13, 
which says that faith and love are “in Christ Jesus.” 

A third supposed theological difference con- 
cerns the way doctrine and orthodoxy themselves 
are viewed in the Pastoral Epistles. According to 
some scholars, what distinguishes the Pastorals 
is the treatment of Christian doctrine as some- 
thing entrusted to believers (1 Tim 6:20) that is to 
be handed on (2 Tim 1:13-14; 2:2; 3:14); that is, it 
takes on the status of tradition, consistent with a 
later date of writing. The only problem with such 
an analysis (and it is not to be denied that there 
is this sense of Christian doctrine as something to 
be handed on to subsequent believers) is that a 
similar idea is found in the other Pauline Letters, 
such as 1 Cor 15:1—3, where Paul says that he has 
passed on to the Corinthians what he himself first 
received. Not only are the concepts traditional; so 
is the means of formulation: Paul cites what is per- 
haps early church tradition already formulated 
in a memorable creedal statement (1 Cor 15:3-8). 


3. Language and Style 


It has been argued that a number of words and 
phrases, many of them prominent, are not found in 
the other Pauline Letters but are found in the Pas- 
torals. It is true that a number of crucial terms ap- 
pear to be unique to the Pastorals. Examples in- 
clude words often translated “to be healthy” or 
“sound” (bytaivo, hygiaind; 1 Tim 1:10; Titus 1:9, 
13; 2:1, 2; 2 Tim 4:3; 1 Tim 6:3; 2 Tim 1:13), “self- 
controlled” (€ykpatts, enkratés; Titus 1:8), and “pi- 
ousness” or “godliness” (evoeBeta, eusebeia; 2 Tim 
3:5; Titus 1:1). 

As mentioned in ch. 9, sec. 6, above, in the dis- 
cussion of pseudepigraphy, the questions that this 
evidence raises are these: How different must the 
results of a stylistic and lexicographical analysis be 
before serious doubt is thrown on the idea of two 
works sharing a common author? And how diver- 


gent must such results be before it becomes im- 
plausible to entertain works as authentically Pau- 
line?~’! At the end of the day, the results are mixed 
for the Pastoral Epistles. Romans has the same per- 
centage of unique words as do 2 Timothy and 
Titus, yet it is hardly doubted that Romans is Pau- 
line.?”* In light of the small corpus available and 
the uncertainty of the results of such tests, perhaps 
it is better not to rely upon them as the deciding 
factor, especially when there are available other 
explanations for the deviance, such as the occasion 
and audience (that is, whether the letters are per- 
sonal or to churches), the role of an amanuensis, 
or the possibility of a trusted compatriot as author 
(such as Luke). 


E. Authorship 


As with Colossians and Ephesians, there are 
only two real conclusions regarding authorship of 
the Pastoral Epistles: pseudonymous or authentic 
Pauline authorship. The pseudonymous explana- 
tion must answer a number of questions, including 
the following: (1) Why are there three letters and 
not one or two? The point here is that similarities 
among the three letters indicate common author- 
ship at roughly the same time, and the question is 
why three letters would have been necessary to ac- 
complish what one well-constructed letter could 
do. It is unlikely that there were several pseude- 
pigraphers, one following another, at various times 
and in various locales. (2) Why are there so many 
personal details, especially in 2 Timothy? If the per- 
sonal details are included to try to convince the 
reader of Pauline authorship, is there not the issue 
of deception to face? That is, was the early church 
deceived into believing that these letters were by 
Paul? This also raises the question whether 1 Timo- 
thy should be seen as plausibly Pauline. The an- 
swer to this last question may well be affirmative, 
in many scholars’ minds. 

If the author of the Pastoral Epistles was Paul, 
several difficulties are resolved. First, the oppo- 
nents are consistent with those found in other 
Pauline Letters, such as Colossians, so there is no 
need to speculate on a hypothetical scenario 
some time in the second century or even later. 
Authentic Pauline authorship allows the Pasto- 
rals to be read as they appear, that is, not as fic- 
tion but as real correspondence. It is difficult to 
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account for the long personal sections unless 
they reveal a genuine set of circumstances; oth- 
erwise one has great difficulty accounting for the 
references to Hymenaeus and Alexander in 1 Tim 
1:20. If Robinson’s suggestion is not accepted 
about integrating the Pastoral Epistles into the 
Acts chronology (most do not accept it), then one 
must date Paul’s release from Roman imprison- 
ment sometime around A.D. 62. First Timothy 
would have been written from Macedonia to 
Ephesus, understandable in light of the church at 
Philippi and its support of Paul (1 Tim 1:3), al- 
though it is possible that Paul went first to Spain 
and then to Macedonia. In any event, he could 
have then gone to Crete (his reference in Titus 1:5 
does not require his having gone there) after 
spending the winter in Nicopolis (Titus 3:13), but 
this is not known for sure. Paul was then ar- 
rested and taken to Rome, or arrested in Rome, 
probably after going to Troas (2 Tim 4:13), Miletus 
(2 Tim 4:20), and Corinth, and imprisoned a sec- 
ond time in Rome, where he died under Nero’s 
persecution, beginning in A.D. 64/65. 


F, Outlines of the Pastoral Epistles 


a. 1 Timothy 


A. Opening (1:1-2) 
1. Sender (1:1) 
2. Addressee (1:2) 
3. Greeting (1:2) 
(B. Thanksgiving—none) 
C. Body: Behaving as a leader in God’s 
church (1:3-4:16) 
1. Formal opening: Refuting the false 
teachers (1:3-11) 
2. Paul’s faithfulness to his calling 
(1:12-20) 
3. Instructions for church governance 
and behavior (2:1-3:16) 
4, Timothy’s role in the church (4:1-16) 
D. Parenesis? (5:1-6:19) 
1. Household duties (5:1-6:2) 
2. The return on false doctrine and 
godliness (6:3-10) 
3. Pursue what is righteous, etc. 
(6:11-19) 
E. Closing (6:20—21) 
1. Closing words to Timothy (6:20-21) 
2. Grace benediction (6:21) 
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b, 2 Timothy 


A. Opening (1:1-2) 
1. Sender (1:1) 
2. Addressee (1:2) 
3. Greeting (1:2) 

B. Thanksgiving (1:3-5) 

C. Body: Serving Christ (1:6—4:8) 
1. Formal opening: God gives a spirit of 
power (1:6-14) 
2. Some have not been faithful (1:15-18) 
3. Endurance is for long-term service (2:1—13) 
4. False teaching is to be resisted (2:14—26) 
5. Eschatological climax (3:1-9) 
6. Apostolic charge (3:10-4:18) 

(D. Parenesis—none) 

E. Closing (4:19-22) 
1. Greetings (4:19-21) 
2. Benediction (4:22) 


c. Titus 


A. Opening (1:1—4) 
1. Sender (1:J-3) 
2. Addressee (1:4) 
3. Greeting (1:4) 
(B. Thanksgiving—none) 
C. Body: Leading the church (1:5-16) 
1. Qualifications for elders (1:5-9) 
2. Response to false teachers (1:10-16) 
D. Parenesis (2:1-3:14) 
1. Teaching sound doctrine (2:1-15) 
2. Living under rulers, authorities, and 
others (3:1-7) 
3. Avoiding divisiveness (3:8-11) 
4. Personal comments (3:12-14) 
E. Closing (3:15) 
1. Greetings (3:15) 
2. Grace benediction (3:15) 
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HEBREWS, THE GENERAL EPISTLES, AND REVELATION 


1. INTRODUCTION 


Hebrews, the General Epistles, and Revelation 
constitute their own category of writings in the NT, 
not because they have many features in common 
but because they do not fit conveniently into the 
other categories. Although Hebrews was placed 
within the Pauline corpus early in church tradi- 
tion, since the Reformation it has not been thought 
to belong there (see sec. 2.B, below). As a result, 
Hebrews now stands at the forefront of a number of 
writings about which relatively little is known for 
certain. All of these writings except Revelation are 
in the rough form of letters, or are thought to have 
been letters at one time, although whether these 
books are in fact letters is highly debated. Eusebius 
(Hist. eccl. 2.23.24-25) was apparently the first to 
speak of James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2, and 3 John, and 
Jude as the “seven catholic letters.” By this was 
meant that they had a breadth and generality to 
their contents that were intended to speak to the 
universal church. As will be seen below, however, 
this is not an entirely accurate characterization of 
the letters, since at least 1 Peter and 2 and 3 John 
might well have been sent to particular people, 
churches, or areas.' James, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, 
and Jude are also in the category of “disputed” 
(avtiAeyoueva, antilegomena) writings, those writ- 
ings Eusebius says were not accepted by all (Hist. 
eccl. 3.25,2-3), as will be discussed below. 


2. HEBREWS 


A. Introduction 


Concerning Hebrews, little is known of back- 
ground issues, such as authorship, date, and audi- 
ence, despite their admitted importance in trying to 
determine the meaning and significance of various 
dimensions of a biblical text. As will be noted below, 
since there is a range of proposals about each of 
these elements—and others besides—one must won- 
der how much is and can be known about this 
book called “to the Hebrews.” 

Because of the dearth of certain knowledge in 
these areas, larger questions are raised regarding 
the canonicity of Hebrews, most of them by the 
very fact that the book is in the NT and survived 
the canonizing process. For those who take the NT 
as canonical Scripture, the word of God for the 
church, it raises further questions about the crite- 
ria for canonicity, such as the apostolicity, antiq- 
uity, and nature of a given document’s teaching. 
Apparently it was suspected from the outset that 
this book was not written by an apostle, but it 
seems that Pauline authorship was attached to the 
book fairly early, perhaps as a means of solidifying 
its place within the canon. The book was written at 
least as early as the second century, but it appar- 
ently had trouble establishing its importance in 
the western church, even though its position was 
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secured earlier in the eastern church. There may 
not be many ideas, if any, that are unorthodox or 
contradictory to what eventually was recognized 
as orthodoxy, but there is certainly a very different 
feel about the book, in terms of both form and con- 
tent, that suggests an unknown writer—certainly 
not Paul. The author is also writing to an un- 
known church situation, using various forms of ar- 
gumentation and example that are not usually 
found or developed elsewhere in the NT. 


B. Authorship 


The book of Hebrews is formally anonymous; 
that is, there is no extant opening that makes an 
explicit (or even an implicit) claim to identify an 
author by name, and there is no other indication 
throughout the rest of the book.” Even though the 
book is often referred to as a letter or an epistle, it 
does not begin with anything resembling an episto- 
lary opening: there is no sender, no addressee, and 
no word of salutation. The book simply begins al- 
most in medias res (in the midst of the action). The 
ending of the “letter” (Heb 13:22) has some charac- 
teristics of a Pauline letter closing, including refer- 
ence to “our brother Timothy,” prompting the 
suggestion that it may have been added in an at- 
tempt to give it a Pauline resemblance, and hence 
a more secure place in the canon. Whatever one 
thinks of the ending, however, there is nothing in it 
that leads us to suspect that Paul wrote it. 


1. Paul 


The eastern or Alexandrian church appears to 
be the first that attributed the book of Hebrews to 
Paul. The earliest extant text of Hebrews is found 
in aye a papyrus document probably from ca. A.D. 
200, although this date is debated by many, with 
some arguing (unconvincingly) for a first-century 
date and others claiming a third-century date. In 
p*°, Hebrews is placed after Romans and before the 
other Pauline Letters. This document clearly ap- 
pears to be a collection of the Pauline Letters (2 
Thessalonians, Philemon, and the Pastoral Epistles, 
however, are not included—see the discussion on 
pseudonymity in ch. 9, sec. 6, above). The writings 
are arranged roughly according to length, and it 
seems clear that those who assembled the biblical 


books in 1*° believed that Hebrews was the second 
largest of the Pauline Letters (although it is actu- 
ally slightly shorter than 1 Corinthians and longer 
than 2 Corinthians).? Hebrews is included in sev- 
eral such fourth- and fifth-century groupings of the 
Pauline corpus, although its position varies (see, 
e.g., % Band A). 

Clement of Alexandria (A.D. 150-215) believed 
that Paul wrote Hebrews (Misc. 5.10.62; 6.7.62), 
and says that Paul wrote it as the apostle to the 
Gentiles (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.14.4). Origen, am- 
bivalent on Pauline authorship, notes that the lan- 
guage of the book is different in style and tone, but 
also says that the thoughts and teachings are the 
apostle’s (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.11-13). Differ- 
ences in the Greek style, however, prompted vari- 
ous attempts to retain Pauline authorship and at 
the same time account for the obvious differences 
from Paul’s established letters. Clement of Alexan- 
dria proposed that Paul wrote the book of Hebrews 
in Hebrew but Luke translated it for the Greeks 
(Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.14.2-3), a view that has at- 
tracted a number of scholars in the past.4 This pro- 
posal is inadequate for at least three reasons: (1) 
there are no other letters or any other kind of writ- 
ing known to have been composed by Paul in He- 
brew or Aramaic; (2) it is doubtful that Luke, or at 
least the author of Luke—Acts, knew Hebrew, or 
any other Semitic language, well enough to trans- 
late it, and it is probable he only spoke Greek (evi- 
denced by his use of the LXX); and (3) there is no 
evidence that Hebrews was ever written in He 
brew.” Origen also suggested that one of Paul’s dis- 
ciples wrote the book from Paul’s notes, possibly 
Luke or Clement of Rome, the likely author of 1 
Clement (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.14). While pos- 
sible, this is unprovable. This scenario has also 
been advanced for several of the Pauline Letters, 
especially Ephesians and the Pastoral Epistles. Luke, 
who might have been Paul’s coauthor of these 
books, is commonly suggested as an author of He- 
brews. In support of this theory is the fact that 
Luke’s Greek and that of the author of Hebrews 
stand as some of the best in the NT. As already dis- 
cussed (see ch. 9, above), authors in the ancient 
world used scribes for various functions, ranging 
from taking word-for-word dictation to writing rel- 
atively free compositions. It is difficult, however, to 
establish the exact degree of involvement of an an- 
cient scribe. Like today’s secretary, this may have 
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depended on the relationship of the scribe to the 
author and also the scribe’s ability. Since Paul 
seems to have been an overwhelming literary pres- 
ence, it is difficult to argue here that someone com- 
posed Hebrews from Paul’s notes despite Paul's use 
of several different scribes. 

Unlike the eastern churches, which accepted 
Pauline authorship of Hebrews, the western or 
Latin churches were skeptical until the latter part 
of the fourth century (see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.3). 
Jerome (Vir. ill. 5.59) and Augustine (City 16.22) 
helped to shift the opinion in the west. However, as 
Westcott has shown, the evidence from Jerome and 
Augustine is ambiguous, sometimes endorsing Pau- 
line authorship and other times simply endorsing 
the authoritative status of the book.° Nevertheless, 
from the early fifth century on, belief in Pauline 
authorship of Hebrews persisted until the Reforma- 
tion, when the question of authorship was reexam- 
ined by Calvin and Luther, the former arguing for 
Clement or Luke and the latter for Apollos.” Some 
interpreters continue to argue for Pauline author- 
ship, but after an examinination of the book from 
all angles—vocabulary, sentence structure, letter form, 
conceptual world, and theology—it is highly un- 
likely that Paul was the author, at least not directly. 


2. Alternatives to Pauline Authorship 


Besides the views that try to retain some ele- 
ment of Pauline authorship, a number of other pro- 
posals have been made about the authorship of 
Hebrews. 


a. Clement of Rome. As noted above, Origen, ac- 
cording to Eusebius, appears to have known of 
Clement of Rome as a proposed author of Hebrews, 
a view accepted by others, including Jerome, and 
some more recent authors. Clement does cite or al- 
lude to Hebrews at several places (1 Clem. 17.1, 5; 
21.9; 27.2; 31.3; 36.2-5). Despite some apparent lin- 
guistic similarities between 1 Clement and Hebrews 
and similar citation of the OT, their fundamental 
categories regarding Christ, his supremacy, and his 
uniqueness as high priest are opposite. Whereas 1 
Clem. 32.2 uses Heb 7:14 to justify establishment of 
a Christian hierarchy patterned after Judaism, the 
author of Hebrews rejects this (e.g., Heb 7:11—28). 


b. Luke. As mentioned, Luke was suggested early 
on as the author of Hebrews, often in conjunction 


with a mention of Clement, but the idea has little 
support. Although both Luke and Hebrews know 
and utilize the LXX and possess a developed Greek 
style, there are a number of conceptual differences, 
even where they share the same vocabulary. A 
major difference is Hebrews’ reliance upon the de- 
piction of Jewish institutions, something not promi- 
nent in Luke’s writings. 


c. Barnabas. The authorship of Barnabas, pos- 
sibly first proposed by Tertullian (Modesty 20), has 
become popular again in critical discussion. For ex- 
ample, Badcock argues that Barnabas was the au- 
thor, probably in conjunction with a visit to Paul 
while he was in prison in Caesarea.® Barnabas is 
said in Acts 4:36 to be a Levite from Cyprus; hence 
he would have been a Jew with a Hellenistic per- 
spective, thought by some to be appropriate for the 
author of Hebrews. He closely collaborated with 
Paul and recruited Paul for their first missionary 
journey from Antioch (Acts 13-14). This close work- 
ing relationship may well account for any similari- 
ties in content or expression found in the book and 
for the reference to Timothy, one of Paul’s most im- 
portant later fellow workers, at the end of the book. 
More speculatively, Barnabas is referred to in Acts 
4:36 as “son of encouragement,” and the phrase 
“word of encouragement” appears in Heb 13:22, 
using the same word for “encouragement.” Some 
have thought that the latter reference is Barnabas 
using his signature epithet, although this is a very 
slender thread to tie up this argument. Against this 
view, however, is the likelihood that Barnabas was 
not written by the same person (and it was not 
written by Barnabas), as the clear differences in 
content and style indicate. Without any sure sample 
of writing by Barnabas (since Barnabas is pseudepig- 
raphal), it is difficult to argue this case more strongly 
than as a hypothetical reconstructed scenario. 


d. Priscilla and Aquila. Harnack first proposed 
Priscilla as a possible author of the book of the He- 
brews, but he has convinced few.” Following the 
presentation of Priscilla as the more important of 
Priscilla and Aquila in the book of Acts, it is 
claimed that the interchange of “we” and “I” in 
Hebrews (e.g., 13:18 vs. 13:19) can be accounted for 
as a switch from Priscilla writing alone to Priscilla 
writing with help from her husband, Aquila. It is 
clear from Acts 18:26 that Priscilla and Aquila were 
knowledgeable in the faith, since they taught Apollos. 
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The failure to mention the author by name may 
well have been the result of bias against women, 
such that it would have detracted from the author- 
ity of the book if she had mentioned her name. Be- 
sides the problem of Heb 11:32, where the masculine 
singular participle is used, this hypotheis suffers 
from two problems. The first is that the use of “I” is 
relatively infrequent compared to “we,” which seems 
to be a literary usage for a single author.!° The sec- 
ond is the difficulty in establishing what evidence 
could count for or against the hypothesis, since 
there is no writing from either Priscilla or Aquila 
for comparison. 


e. Apollos. Luther proposed that Apollos was 
the author, a position argued more recently by 
Manson and Hugh Montefiore. In Acts 18:24, 
Apollos is called an “eloquent man, well-versed in 
the scriptures.” He was from Alexandria, to which, 
on the basis of )*, the earliest text of Hebrews, the 
book of Hebrews was connected early on. Apollos, 
too, had some connections with Paul and his mis- 
sion (Acts 18:24—28; 1 Cor 1-4), although they may 
not always have been congenial, at least among 
their followers at Corinth (see 1 Cor 1:12). Manson 
speculates that Hebrews was written from Corinth 
to the Lycus Valley in Asia Minor and sent along 
with a letter to Paul in Rome, thus accounting for 
the relation between Hebrews and Paul at an early 
date. As Manson admits, such a position is highly 
speculative and no more than a set of assumptions. 


f. Others. Other proposals, less likely even than 
those above, include Peter, or Silas as Peter’s aman- 
uensis, for which there is very little support, even 
with the few clear parallels between Hebrews and 1 
Peter; Jude, even though the letter by this name 
has a very different tone because of its apocalyptic 
dimension; Stephen, because of similarities be- 
tween Acts 7 and Heb 11; Philip the deacon, men- 
tioned after Stephen in Acts 6:5, a man involved in 
serving others and possibly engaged in reconciling 
factions in the early church; Aristion, by making a 
circuitous connection between the long ending of 
Mark and Hebrews; Mary, on the basis of a tenuous 
connection between the Lukan infancy narrative 
and Hebrews; and Epaphras, so that Hebrews is the 
letter to the Laodiceans of Col 4:16. 


g. Summary. As stated above, none of these pro- 
posals or any others have proved conclusive re- 
garding the authorship of Hebrews. The book is 
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anonymous, and authorship will probably stay 
unknown barring further discoveries. As Origen fi- 
nally concludes about the authorship of Hebrews, 
“God only knows the truth” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 
6.25.13). 


C. Date, Audience, and Destination 


The date, destination, and audience of Hebrews 
are almost as uncertain as that of authorship. At 
the end of the discussion, one is forced to conclude 
that despite the heavy speculation there is not 
much certainty regarding many of the subissues. 
Indeed, because some of the proposals are almost 
diametrically opposed to each other, it is very diffi- 
cult to determine specifically what is being ad- 
dressed in the letter. 


1. Date 


The question of Hebrews’ date is one of the 
most complex in the NT, and much of the confu- 
sion is caused by failure to appreciate the issues in- 
volved. It appears that the book was written not to 
the first but to the second generation of Christians. 
This can be seen from Heb 2:3 (cf. also 13:7), which 
says that certain things spoken by the Lord were 
confirmed to the author’s generation by those who 
had heard these words. There is also some indica- 
tion that the book is addressed to those who have 
been Christians for some time (Heb 3:12; 5:12; 6:1). 
If these passages have direct bearing, a date of 
probably no earlier than A.D. 60 is suggested as the 
earliest possible date of composition. It appears that 
1 Clement quotes the letter (see sec. B.2.a, above, for 
references). If the date of composition of 1 Clement 
is ca. A.D. 96, as most scholars believe (though cer- 
tainly not all; some place it earlier), then this pro- 
vides the latest possible date of composition. Thus, 
the span is from approximately A.D. 60 to 96. 

Many scholars suggest that the destruction of 
the temple is important for dating the book of He- 
brews more precisely. In theory, this would merit 
closer attention, especially since we are speaking 
about a book that is concerned with Jewish themes 
(including the temple, sacrifice, the tradition of the 
OT heroes, the relation of Christ to these heroes, 
such as Melchizedek, etc.), On a number of occasions, 
the author of Hebrews uses Greek present-tense 
verbs to speak of various rituals often associated in 
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Judaism with the temple, which was destroyed in 
AD. 70.!4 Passages often cited include Heb 5:14; 
7:28; 8:3-5; 9:6-7, 9, 13, 25; 10:1, 8; and 13:10-11. A 
number of proposals have been made for the date 
of Hebrews on the basis of these data. (a) A number 
of scholars have argued that since the present- 
tense verb indicates present time, these passages 
show that the book was written while the Jerusa- 
lem temple ritual was still being performed. This 
explanation, however, fails on several counts. (1) 
The Greek present tense is often contrasted by 
these commentators with supposed Greek past 
tenses, but there is no single Greek past tense but a 
number of tenses, the present tense included, that 
can be used to speak of the past. “Present tense” is 
a name given to one of the Greek tenses, but in a 
significant number of instances it clearly does not 
indicate present time (although at other times it 
certainly can). Indeed, one cannot rely on the pres- 
ent or any other tense to indicate any particular 
temporal sphere. (2) More problematic for this posi- 
tion, other ancient Greek authors, writing after the 
fall of the temple in Jerusalem, used the present 
tense in reference to the temple.'® The present tense 
was used in such contexts probably because it is 
more emphatic than some others and draws atten- 
tion to the particular events being described, rather 
than indicating when they occurred. (b) Others 
have taken the use of the present tense to indicate 
a “timeless” (Lane) or “literary” (Bruce) description 
of these events.!” The timeless explanation comes 
up short, however, because it provides no direct 
help in establishing the date of composition of He- 
brews. The present tense can be used timelessly, 
that is, to speak of the truths of theology or mathe- 
matics, but it is doubtful that this is how Hebrews 
is using it. The literary explanation recognizes the 
range of uses of the present tense, as well as the lit- 
erary dependence upon the OT in Hebrews, but it 
still does not help in determining the date of com- 
position. (c) The third explanation is that, on the 
basis of the parallels from extrabiblical authors 
who write about the temple in the present tense 
after its destruction, the present tense is being used 
to speak of this past event. But the present tense 
cannot simply be equated with past time, either. 
More explicit criteria seem to be necessary for de- 
termining the date of composition of Hebrews than 
the use of the present tense. Without explicit indi- 
cators in the book as to when it was written, a 
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plausible scenario can be made for composition 
sometime between A.D. 60 and 70. Although the 
author is not expressly interested in the Herodian 
temple per se, he is concerned that Christ be seen 
as the new high priest and that the rituals associ- 
ated with the tabernacle, in some way continued 
by the temple ritual, be seen as completely super- 
seded. If the book had been written after the de- 
struction of the temple, one might legitimately 
have expected the author to use the destruction as 
some kind of an object lesson to confirm his per- 
spective. The lack of such a statement leads us to 
believe that when the book was written, the temple 
in Jerusalem was still standing (see Heb 10:1-3, 
where the point seems to depend upon the temple 
standing).!® 


2. Audience 


Hypotheses regarding the recipients of Hebrews 
are also numerous. At least five proposals merit at- 
tention. These diverse proposals make evident the 
difficulty of knowing much about the original audi- 
ence, in light of so little data in the text. 


a. Christians in General. The first proposal is that 
the book was written for Christians in general, es- 
pecially those being urged to continue their confes- 
sion of Christ (Heb 3:4, 6, 14; 4:14; 6:4-6, 9; 10:23, 
26; 12:22-24). Although there is perhaps little 
overtly objectionable regarding this proposal, the 
supposed audience fails to be specific enough to be 
of much help. Furthermore, it does not address sev- 
eral apparently important issues, such as why 
there is so much OT and related imagery in the 
book. It appears that the group must have had 
some Jewish ties to appreciate the importance of 
the language, which may account for the title “to 
the Hebrews.” 


b. Jewish Christians. The second proposal, there- 
fore, is that the book was written to Jewish Chris- 
tians in particular. They were apparently in danger 
of abandoning Christianity and going back to Juda- 
ism. Perhaps they had been disowned by their fel- 
low Jews who had not recognized Christ as the 
promised one (Heb 10:32-36), and they were now 
facing persecution. Consequently, they were rethink- 
ing their choice to follow Christ. This explanation 
certainly accounts for the use of OT ideas and con- 
cepts, but it, too, is not specific enough, since Jewish 
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Christians may have come from Palestine or Dias- 
pora communities. 


c. Greek-Speaking Jewish Christians. This position 
refines the above position and argues that the pro- 
jected audience was not Aramaic-speaking but Greek- 
speaking Jewish Christians, whether from Palestine 
or the Diaspora. The overwhelming use of the LXx 
for the OT quotations (approximately twenty-nine 
citations and over seventy allusions, none of which 
is clearly dependent on the Hebrew text)—quota- 
tions that need to be explained—and the elevated 
Greek style argue for native Greek speakers. Never- 
theless, the attention to ritual and liturgy points in 
the direction of those who worshipped in the temple 
or possibly Diaspora Jews who had visited Jerusa- 
lem or paid the temple tax. 


d. Gentile Christians. A fourth proposal is that 
the book is addressed to Gentile Christians. Al- 
though the OT connections are undeniable, the 
way in which they are treated and discussed has 
prompted some to argue that the book was written 
to Gentiles who are being introduced to the Chris- 
tian faith with the hope that they will progress be- 
yond basic knowledge (Heb 6:1—2). The use of the 
OT, it has been argued, is similar to the allegorical 
interpretation found in Philo of Alexandria’s writ- 
ings.!? That is, various elements of the OT are given 
a spiritual significance so that the Gentile converts 
can appreciate the OT foundations of the faith, un- 
derstanding more fully its Christian spiritual di- 
mensions. If the audience was Gentile, it has been 
suggested that the letter may have been sent to 
Rome, since the earliest associations of the letter 
are with Rome (1 Clement). “Those from Italy” in 
Heb 13:24 would then mean those who were for- 
merly from Italy and now live elsewhere. This pro- 
posal may still be too vague to be helpful, however. 


e. Jewish Sect. Finally, it has been suggested 
that the book was written for a special segment of 
Judaism. There is a difference of opinion what this 
segment may have been, however. Some have pro- 
posed that it was former members of the Qumran 
community, others that it was former priests of Ju- 
daism, and others still that it was former Essenes.7” 
Each of these variations could be argued on the 
basis of the book’s OT and Jewish imagery, but this 
approach is too specific and not well enough sup- 
ported to be convincing. 


f. Summary. None of the above proposals is en- 
tirely satisfying. Many scholars argue that the book 
is addressed to Jewish Christians of some sort, quite 
possibly those who were Greek-speaking (option c 
above), and this is perhaps the best explanation in 
light of the admonishments to the audience not to 
return to Judaism. Nevertheless, the proposal that 
the book was written to Gentile Christians has 
some merit to it as well. Some have therefore sug- 
gested a mixed audience of Jewish and Gentile 
Christians. 


D. Literary Genre 


In light of the above discussion, it is not sur- 
prising that the inability to specify the authorship 
and audience of Hebrews has led to ambiguity re- 
garding its literary genre. Not only has the genre 
proved problematic; the proposed structure of the 
work itself differs widely from commentator to 
commentator. George Guthrie surveys five basic 
approaches to the structure of Hebrews: structural 
agnosticism, conceptual or thematic analysis, rhe- 
torical criticism, literary or rhetorical analysis, and 
linguistic analysis or text linguistics.” He illus- 
trates well that the criteria for determining the 
structure of the book vary according to the analyst 
and the framework in which the analysis is done. 
Guthrie’s proposal is to utilize a form of discourse 
analysis or textlinguistics on the book of Hebrews 
(see ch. 2, sec. 3, above, on linguistic criticism). 
Discourse analysis is an attempt to describe and ex- 
plain the meaning of linguistic patterns in a text. 
Guthrie’s results are an attempt at a quantifiable 
means of discussing structure, through defining 
units of discourse and their interrelations. Never- 
theless, even though lines of connection (cohesive 
ties) may be established by such a method, the 
question of genre still persists. In recent discussion 
there are four proposals to consider. 


1. Letter 


Traditionally, Hebrews has been regarded as a 
letter, and this view was probably predominant 
until fairly recently.”* It is based on the closing 
(Heb 13:20-25), which is epistolary and seems even 
Pauline in nature. But the Pauline nature of the 
closing, and the fact that there is an epistolary clos- 
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ing and no opening, has suggested to many that 
the closing was added later and hence may not 
provide much, if any, evidence that the book was 
originally a letter. There is no epistolary opening to 
the letter, although the very abrupt beginning has 
also raised questions. The speculation is that there 
was at one time an epistolary opening as well but it 
has been lost. In this case, it may well have been a 
fairly lengthy opening, perhaps something like the 
opening of Romans (1:1-7). Nevertheless, as tempt- 
ing as it is to speculate on the epistolary opening, it 
is mere speculation. In addition, there are theologi- 
cal content and moral exhortation in Hebrews, but 
they are not arranged in a way that resembles 
other (genuine) letters in the NT, usually with doc- 
trine followed by parenesis. In Hebrews, this ma- 
terial is more closely intertwined, with exhortation 
following directly from precept. Specific problems 
are addressed in the letter, such as concern about 
falling away (Heb 6; 10:2-3) or for those facing 
hardship (10:32-39). But much of the letter gives 
the impression that it is not actually addressed to 
specific problems or situations in a contemporary 
church. At best, Hebrews would resemble a form of 
literary letter—that is, some form of philosophical 
or religious treatise presented in the form of a let- 
ter. That Hebrews may be not an actual letter but 
some other form of address has prompted several 
other proposals that are taken more seriously in 
current discussion. 


2. Homily or Sermon 


The best-known and still most popular theory 
is that Hebrews is a homily or set of homilies—that 
is, a long sermon or possibly a set of sermons 
brought together in one document.”? There are 
several indications that the book may have origi- 
nated in this form. For instance, the writing refers 
to itself as a “word of exhortation” (Heb 13:22). 
Also, at several points in the book, a stance is 
taken that is reminiscent of one that a preacher 
might take. For example, the audience is regularly 
addressed as “brothers and sisters” (3:1, 12) or “you” 
(5:11-12; 12:4-5), and the writer often refers to 
himself (or herself, if Priscilla is the author) as a 
speaker, the way a preacher might (2:5; 5:11; 6:9; 
8:1). Furthermore, the author’s exegetical and 
homiletical approach is that of giving scriptural 
quotations and then explaining them, possibly also 
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making use of midrashic technique (see below on 
midrash and Psalm 110). 


3. Midrash 


The fact that OT Scripture is so important in 
Hebrews has suggested to some that it is not neces- 
sarily a sermon but perhaps an exercise in biblical 
exegesis, that it is a midrash on Psalm 110.74 A 
midrash in Jewish writing was an extended explan- 
atory commentary on a biblical passage. NT schol- 
ars debate the influence of midrash upon the NT 
writers. Some argue that entire books are examples 
of midrash and hence that it was a recognized 
genre the NT writers adopted, while others argue 
that it is more appropriately described as an 
exegetical technique, found to varying degrees in 
the writers of the time, to elucidate and explain 
biblical passages and incidents.”° The first group 
would perhaps posit that Hebrews not only utilizes 
midrashic technique but is itself a form of the genre 
of midrash. For example, in Heb 7:11—28, the au- 
thor, taking up the idea that Christ is a priest for- 
ever after the order of Melchizedek, elucidates Ps 
110:4, which is quoted or alluded to five times. It 
would be claimed that the entire book is a midrash 
upon the various portions of this psalm. As Hay 
has shown, however, Psalm 110 is not discussed 
throughout Hebrews in the extended way typical of 
midrash. The explication of the psalm plays an im- 
portant role in a detailed discussion, but the ideas of 
such a discussion, especially regarding Melchizedek, 
are only a small part of the author’s entire message 
regarding the preeminence of Christ. 


4. Oration 


Recent analysis of Hebrews has argued for the 
rhetorical structure of the book, that it is in the 
style of an ancient oration (see ch. 2, sec. G, above, 
on rhetorical criticism).7” This idea was apparently 
first suggested in the sixteenth century and has 
been revived in several commentators and mono- 
graphs. The assumption is that there are a number 
of rhetorical features in Hebrews that point to its 
construction as a form of early Christian oratory, 
to be delivered orally. To some commentators, these 
features have indicated that the author was knowl- 
edgeable in classical rhetorical conventions and 
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may even have been educated in a rhetorical school. 
Although these commentators agree on the rhetor- 
ical nature of Hebrews, they are divided over whether 
it is deliberative or epideictic rhetoric.” Delibera- 
tive rhetoric is concerned with persuasion or dis- 
suasion about some future action (the writer is 
trying to convince his audience to cling to their 
faith and not abandon it), while epideictic rhetoric 
reinforces beliefs already held by the audience (the 
writer seeks to reinforce the beliefs of the group re- 
garding what Christ has accomplished). The use of 
rhetorical categories raises a number of questions. 
While it is plausible that the author of Hebrews 
constructed the book in conformity with classical 
rhetorical precepts, establishing its type of rhetoric 
is problematic. Perhaps the safest conclusion is 
that the author avails himself of dimensions of clas- 
sical rhetoric, especially stylistic features, while 
concentrating upon his theological purpose. 


E. Basic Characteristics and Message 


The view one takes on the issues noted above— 
in particular, audience, destination, and literary 
genre—will have a direct bearing on how one in- 
terprets the features found in the book of Hebrews. 

The basic content of Hebrews is an almost apol- 
ogetic defense of who God’s Son is. As the outline 
below makes clear, the book first establishes who 
God's Son is, and then develops the implications of 
this identity for those who wish to enter into the 
new covenant. Hebrews begins rather abruptly with 
the declaration that God has chosen to speak 
through his Son in this age (Heb 1:2). The author 
then notes how this Son is superior to all other be- 
ings, including those of significance in Judaism: an- 
gels; other human beings; such notables as Moses 
and Joshua; those important to the Jewish cultus, 
such as the high priest and Melchizedek; and any 
elementary teaching, such as was found in Judaism 
(1:5-7:28). Making a transition to discussion of the 
new covenant, the author of Hebrews speaks of the 
Son as a substitute for various dimensions of the 
old covenant (8:6, 7, 13). The Son, instead of serv- 
ing as an earthly high priest, serves in a heavenly 
sanctuary. In this capacity, he replaces the old 
with the new, including a new convenant and new 
sacrifices. On the basis of this new high priesthood, 
entrance into the new covenant is possible for those 


who persevere, have faith, endure, practice gra- 
ciousness, and are obedient (10:19-13:19). 

The book of Hebrews provides an interesting 
mixture: Jewish imagery presented in Greek form. 
The Jewish elements, many of them already noted 
above, are highly suggestive of OT religion, includ- 
ing especially the practices of the Jewish cult. But 
there are other indications, as discussed above, 
that the first recipients of this letter may not have 
been native to Palestine and would have appreci- 
ated the imagery as a symbolic or perhaps analogi- 
cal representation of spiritual realities. It has been 
suggested that this imagery is very similar to the 
kind of imagery and exegetical technique used by 
the Alexandrian Jewish writer Philo, who para- 
phrased and interpreted the OT in terms of its Neo- 
Platonic, or at least analogical, characteristics. The 
overall purpose of this language in Hebrews is 
clearly to exhort the book’s readers not to abandon 
their Christian faith, whether they are being tempted 
to return to a form of Judaism or even possibly 
being lured for the first time into a Judaism filled 
with impressive but now defunct ritual. 

Scholars will continue to discuss the imagery of 
Hebrews, especially in terms of how comparisons 
are made between the OT traditions and those of 
Christianity. No passage in the book is perhaps as 
highly contested as 6:4-6, however. The debate 
concerns the theological issue of whether those 
who have been enlightened by the Christian faith 
but commit apostasy can repent and be restored to 
fellowship within the community of faith. Most of 
the interpretations of this passage depend upon 
whether one believes that the situation is an actual 
instance or a hypothetical one and, if hypothetical, 
whether it is offered as a warning or as a real 
possibility. 


E. Outline of Hebrews” 


A. God speaks through his Son (1:1-4) 
B. The Son superior to other beings 
(1:5-7:28) 
1. To angels (1:5—2:4) 
2. To other humans (2:5-18) 
3. To Moses and Joshua (3:1—4:13) 
4. To the high priest (4:14-5:10) 
5. To any elementary teaching 
(5:11-6:20) 
6. To Melchizedek and any other priest 
(7:1-28) 
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C. The Son the new high priest of the new 
covenant (8:1-10:18) 
1. He serves in heaven (8:1—13) 
2. He replaces the earthly with a 
heavenly sanctuary (9:1-14) 
3. He replaces the old covenant with a 
new covenant (9:15—22) 
4. He replaces the old sacrifices with new 
sacrifices (9:23-10:18) 
D. Entrance into the new covenant 
(10:19-13:19) 
1. Perseverance (10:19-39) 
2. Faith (11:1-40) 
3. Endurance (12:1-13) 
4. Graciousness (12:14—-29) 
5. Obedience (13:1-19) 
E. Closing (13:20—25) 
1. Benediction (13:20-21) 
2. Epistolary closing (13:22-25) 


3. JAMES 


A. Introduction 


The book of James has been surrounded by 
controversy from its beginnings, through the Ref- 
ormation, and into the present. The reasons have 
varied and include disputes over its authorship, the 
nature and quality of its content, and the implica- 
tions of its message. 

Whether James appears to be known by church 
writers of the late first and the second century has 
been a major issue in discussion of the epistle. 
Mayor marshalled an overwhelming amount of 
evidence that James was known early on; this posi- 
tion was rejected by Ropes but accepted in part by 
Moffatt, but again it was doubted later by Davids. 
The conclusions of these scholars regarding au- 
thorship and dating are closely related to their 
evaluation of the early testimony. Although it ap- 
pears that, in the late first and second centuries, a 
number of authors show some familiarity with the 
book of James, including 1 Clement (23.2-3 [1:8; 
4:8]), the Shepherd of Hermas (Mand. 5, 9, 12, 
among others), the Didache (4.4), and Barnabas 
(19.5), James was not generally accepted by the 
eastern churches as Scripture until the third cen- 
tury, when Origen appears to have been the first to 
acknowledge it as such (Comm. Jo. 19.6). Wide- 
spread acceptance of James in the western churches 
did not come until the fourth century. In the east, 


Eusebius classified it as one of the disputed books 
(Hist. eccl. 3,33), 0 With such a late acceptance, it is 
almost inevitable that the book would cause con- 
tinued controversy (or perhaps continued contro- 
versy over the book led to its late acceptance). 
Luther, denigrating the book’s failure to proclaim 
Christ clearly enough for him, called it an “epistle 
of straw,” and while admitting that there were 
many good sayings in it, he consigned it to the 
back of his edition of the NT. Erasmus and Calvin 
had reservations as well.*! 


B. Authorship 


The book of James purports to have been writ- 
ten by a person named James.*2 Since there are 
many by that name in the NT, it is difficult to pin- 
point which James claims to have written the book 
(Jas 1:1). Five are worth mentioning here. The first, 
James the son of Zebedee and brother of John, was 
purportedly killed by Herod in A.D. 44, according to 
Acts 12:2 (cf. also Matt 4:21; 10:2; 17:1; Mark 10:35; 
13:23; Luke 9:54). The second, James the son of 
Alphaeus, was one of the disciples (Matt 10:3; Mark 
3:18; Luke 6:15; Acts 1:13). The third, James the 
Less, was the son of Mary the wife of Clopas (Matt 
27:56; Mark 15:40; John 19:25). The fourth, James 
the father of Judas, was one of the disciples (Luke 
6:16; Acts 1:13). There is no evidence that any of 
these four was the author of the book. The fifth and 
most likely choice, based upon the NT evidence, is 
James the brother of Jesus, mentioned in Gal 1:19; 
2:9, 12 and Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:8. Although he 
does not seem to have been at all connected with, 
or involved in, the ministry of Jesus, he appears 
later as a leader of the church in Jerusalem. Besides 
his prominent profile in the early Jerusalem church, 
other factors are often cited as indicating that the 
letter was written by James the brother of Jesus. 
There appear to be a number of similarities in lan- 
guage between Acts 15:13-21, a speech delivered by 
James at the so-called Jerusalem Council, the fol- 
lowing letter in Acts 15:23-29, and the book of 
James. These include the standard epistolary greet- 
ing, xalpetv (chairein, “greeting”; Jas 1:1; Acts 15:23), 
used in only three places in the NT (see also Acts 
23:26), and numerous peculiarities of phrasing 
(Acts 15:17, Jas 2:7; Acts 15:13, Jas 2:5; Acts 15:14, 
Jas 1:27; Acts 15:19, Jas 5:19, 20; Acts 15:29, Jas 
1:27; etc.).>4 A number of apparent allusions to the 
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teaching of Jesus in the so-called Q material, such 
as the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5-7), are also in 
James, especially ch. 4 (e.g., vv. 3, 8, 10, 11, 12). 
And lastly, there are a number of Jewish features in 
the letter; for example, it is addressed to the twelve 
tribes of the dispersion (possibly indicating Pales- 
tinian origin) and expresses its concern for works 
in relation to faith (Jas 2:14-26; see below). 

Rather than pointing to James as the author of 
this book, however, the parallels between James 
and the Q material raise four major questions.°° (1) 
The Greek of James, including its syntax and vo- 
cabulary, seems to be of too high a standard for 
one brought up with Jesus in Galilee. Most scholars 
are now willing to admit that knowledge of Greek 
in Palestine was more widespread than previously 
thought,-” but they are still not convinced that 
such a polished literary creation could be produced 
by James the brother of Jesus (e.g., there is a pos- 
sible Greek hexameter line of poetry—a line with 
six accented metrical feet—in Jas 17) (2) The 
notion of “the perfect law, the law of liberty” (Jas 
1:25) is out of harmony with what is known of 
James’s more legalistic mind (see Acts 15, 21; Gal 
2:12). On the other hand, Jas 2:14~-26, which is 
often interpreted as contradicting Paul, supports 
the picture we see of James in Acts and Galatians. 
(3) There is a minimum of Christology in the letter. 
James 1:1 and 2:1 are the only explicit christological 
statements. (4) Recognition of the status of this let- 
ter by the church was slow in coming. While a few 
scholars are convinced that the letter was cited in 1 
Clement and by the Shepherd of Hermas, widespread 
reference to it did not appear until much later. If 
the letter was known to be written by the brother 
of Jesus, such neglect is more difficult to explain 
than if it was not. Consequently, the attribution of 
authorship to James, the brother of Jesus, appears 
more complex than earlier thought. 

Two other suggestions need to be considered. 
Some of those wishing to retain James the brother 
of Jesus as the author have argued, in light of the 
linguistic and other difficulties, that the letter, as 
we have it now, is a collection of his edited ser- 
mons.”? According to this theory, the production of 
the book of James took place in two stages, first as 
a series of sermons that came from James the 
brother of Jesus, then as a later redaction of these 
sermons into a letter, possibly by James himself but 
more probably by someone else. As is noted in our 
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discussion of Hebrews, the sermon hypothesis is 
frequently suggested for this category of disputed 
writings in the NT. This proposal is designed to 
handle the range of evidence, which suggests that 
the book has not only features indicating an early 
composition (such as items of local Palestinian 
color and links between the speeches of James in 
Acts and the letter) but also features suggesting a 
late composition (such as the kind of Greek used). 
One of the major features of the letter that indicates 
its sermonic nature is the use of commands regard- 
ing behavior. There are approximately sixty imper- 
atives in the book of James, and this is thought to 
be consistent with the exhortatory style of sermon, 
in which the preacher, in this case James, is trying 
to motivate his audience. According to this hypoth- 
esis, the essential sermon(s), including its subject 
matter and dependence upon the words of Jesus, is 
the product of James. It was then rendered into 
good Greek by an editor, since James would have 
been a relatively uneducated Palestinian Jew, prob- 
ably much more at home in Aramaic. Although it 
has the merit of retaining the traditional author- 
ship while addressing the questions raised, this pro- 
posal has several severe limitations. These include 
the difficulty of proving or disproving the theory, 
since any evidence can easily be categorized as ei- 
ther early or late. Any supposedly primitive or Pal- 
estinian elements can be attributed to James, while 
any other elements are attributed to the redactor. 
The span of time between the sermons and the final 
letter could have been quite long, which would in- 
troduce a new set of problems regarding the reten- 
tion and transmission of these documents, if in fact 
they were written documents. 

Because of the problems mentioned above, the 
vast majority of scholars have come to believe that 
the book of James is a pseudonymous work written 
by an unknown Christian in the name of James. 
Further reasons to doubt the traditional view of au- 
thorship are the failure of the author to identify 
himself as Jesus’ brother and his apparent utiliza- 
tion of a Greek version of the Sermon on the 
Mount. If James had explicitly heard the Sermon 
from his brother Jesus, one might have expected 
his rendition of the Sermon to indicate more clearly 
that he had heard an Aramaic version, not that he 
relied upon a translation passed on by others. The 
author’s use of Greek versions of the Sermon on 
the Mount may suggest an orientation toward the 
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Greek-speaking Jewish Christians, rather than to- 
ward the predominantly Aramaic-speaking Chris- 
tians of the Jerusalem church. This Greek-speaking 
audience would also account for the more legalistic 
position on the relation of works and law in Jas 
2:14—26. If James and Paul had had contact on sev- 
eral occasions, including especially their meeting 
in Jerusalem reflected in Acts 15 (cf. Gal 2:9-10)— 
where Paul’s opinion on the relationship of Jews and 
Gentiles concerning the law apparently triumphed 
and was endorsed by James—it is difficult to under- 
stand why now James pits himself against Paul.*? 

In conclusion, at least some of the material in 
the letter appears to be early (see sec. D, below), 
possibly reflecting firsthand acquaintance with 
Paul’s teaching. But it is our opinion, against the 
majority of scholars, that the letter is probably not 
pseudonymous, since it could easily have been 
written by someone named James in the early 
church, even if it cannot be determined precisely 
who that James was (but see sec. D, below). Indeed, 
the book’s own lack of specificity about authorship 
and the abundance of people named James make 
pseudonymous authorship a less likely solution 
than authorship by someone named James. Fur- 
ther discussion of who this James might be is pre- 
sented below. 


C. Literary Genre 


There have been at least three proposals re- 
garding the literary genre of the book of James. Al- 
though determination of literary genre is important, 
as is seen in this section and the next, it is only part 
of an overall understanding of the book. 


1. Genuine Letter 


The first proposal is that it is a genuine letter 
written and sent by James or by someone sending 
the letter in his name. The letter opens with the 
standard epistolary greeting (yatpetv), as men- 
tioned above, and develops in the standard format 
of the NT letter, with a two-part structure (chs. 1-2, 
345). Within this structure, a number of particu- 
lar issues are addressed that are typical of the gen- 
uine NT letter (e.g., wealth and poverty, testing, 
law and grace, and eschatology)? It is addressed 
not to a specific audience but, rather, to a wide- 


Hebrews, the General Epistles, and Revelation 531 


spread group (“the twelve tribes in the Dispersion”), 
implying that it was probably a circular, not a per- 
sonal, letter. The letter was perhaps addressed to 
Jewish Christians dispersed throughout a region of 
the Greco-Roman world. 


2. Sermon 


The second proposal is that the book is essen- 
tially a sermon or set of sermons (see sec. B, above). 
Nevertheless, these sermons were eventually put 
into the form of a letter. 


3. Literary Letter 


A third proposal is that James is a literary let- 
ter, that is, not written as a real letter but as a form 
of public statement. This hypothesis is based upon 
several factors. The opening is the only one among 
any of the letters of the NT (apart from quotations 
in Acts 15:13 and 23:26) that includes the standard 
Greco-Roman epistolary greeting yaipetv, immedi- 
ately after the opening. The letter then takes on the 
character of an exhortatory discourse (see sec. B, 
above, on the sermon) and concludes with no epis- 
tolary closing and no personal elements typical of a 
genuine letter. Also lacking are such personal ele- 
ments as greetings, the travel plans of the author, 
and prayer requests or benediction. 

There are two major variants on the theory 
that this is a literary letter, each attempting to de- 
scribe the literary force or function of the letter’s 
contents. Ropes emphasizes that the letter displays 
the features of the Hellenistic diatribe.*? Diatribe 
was a dialogue-based literary form typically used 
by philosophers and other teachers of the Hellenis- 
tic world. In a written text such as this, there is a 
fictitious dialogue established between the author 
and a supposed hearer. This is especially found in 
James at 2:14~26 and 4:1-10, although there are 
other diatribal elements throughout the book (par- 
allelism, rhetorical questions, antitheses). A second 
factor is the presence of numerous commands in 
the space of the relatively short book, as mentioned 
earlier. They are strung together in such a way as 
may indicate an attempt at ethical instruction, pos- 
sibly resembling that of protreptic literature, an an- 
cient hortatory form. Lastly, there is the general 
applicability of what is said. It has frequently been 
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noted that apart from 1:1 and 2:1, there are few, if 
any, specific Christian references in the book. 

The second variation on the theory of the liter- 
ary letter was proposed by Dibelius, who saw the 
letter as parenetic and pointed to several features. 
One is its eclectic nature, drawing upon analogies 
from all kinds of situations (nature, social struc- 
tures, etc.). A second is the lack of continuity: vari- 
ous ideas are juxtaposed, often linked by word 
associations (1:4—5, 12-13, 26-27; 2:12-13; 3:17-18; 
5:9-12, 19-20).*4 There have been various theories 
on the origins of the parenetic material, including a 
wisdom tradition such as is found in other Jewish 
parenetic literature (e.g., Proverbs, Qoheleth/Eccle- 
siastes, ben Sira, and even the Q tradition). This 
has led to further speculation that the book took up 
a non-Christian ethical tract and applied it in only 
a loose way to a Christian situation, in which eco- 
nomic and class distinctions were apparently being 
made in the church. Indeed, the kind of situation 
envisioned is not unlike that found in many urban 
settings in the ancient Greco-Roman world. 

Without agreeing that the book is based upon a 
non-Christian ethical tract, it seems clear to us that 
moral exhortation exerts a heavy influence upon 
the letter. As Johnson has shown, this book prob- 
ably has some connections with the Greco-Roman 
moralistic tradition but more basis in the OT, espe- 
cially the wisdom tradition (e.g., Proverbs), other 
Jewish literature, and even a number of Christian 
writings (e.g., the Sermon on the Mount in Q, 
Didache, Barnabas).*° 


D. Date 


Because of uncertainty over the authorship of 
the book of James and our lack of knowledge about 
its early history, it is difficult to be precise about the 
date of its composition. At least three dates merit 
serious consideration. Some scholars state categori- 
cally that it is the earliest writing of the NT, per- 
haps in the early or middle 40s, clearly pointing to 
authorship by James the brother of Jesus. Factors 
in support of this include the emergent nature of its 
Christian theology and ethics. Others, while retain- 
ing the authenticity of the letter, place it near the 
end of his life, around A.D. 60. This gives enough 
time for conflict to develop between James and Paul 
and for problems to develop within the church over 
such issues as wealth. For those who do not hold to 


authorship by James the brother of Jesus, the date 
could extend into the second century, perhaps just 
before the Bar Kokhba revolt of A.D. 132, which 
marked a significant turning point in Jewish-Chris- 
tian relations.*° 

One passage has often been cited as a means of 
establishing the date of the book—Jas 2:14-26.4” 
These verses are well known because of their sup- 
posed endorsement of works as equal to faith and, 
consequently, their apparent opposition to the 
teaching of Paul on the same subject. The author 
addresses the issue of faith and works by seeing 
faith through works; that is, a person is justified by 
works. Suggestions regarding this passage and its 
relation to Paul include the claim that James repre- 
sents genuine diversity in the NT, in that this pas- 
sage is in unharmonizable conflict with Paul’s 
teaching. James argues for faith and works, while 
Paul argues for faith alone, the former representing 
the legalistic interests of early Jewish Christians 
and the latter the law-free interests of Gentile 
Christians.** One scholar proposes that James has 
misunderstood Paul’s position on the issue of justi- 
fication as advocacy of moral laxity.*? Others sug- 
gest that the two writers can be harmonized ac- 
cording to one’s understanding of the concept of 
justification. Perhaps James uses “justify” to indi- 
cate vindication before people, while Paul refers to 
justification before God, or perhaps James refers to 
vindication at the Last Judgment, while Paul 
speaks of initial salvation.° Finally, some argue 
that the two authors are simply speaking of differ- 
ent things. Both assume the importance of faith, 
but Paul opposes those who say that faith comes 
from works, while James endorses works as demon- 
strating one’s faith.>! 

These findings have implications for the date of 
the composition of the letter. Ropes has argued 
that the book of James was written later than 
Paul’s writings (others would argue very late, espe- 
cially if it is pseudonymous), as a response to Paul’s 
teaching. It may be that the author of James sees 
Paul as a libertine, that is, one who sees no role 
and purpose for the law, and as one who is endors- 
ing a life freed from any obligation of personal re- 
sponsibility for actions.” Consequently, they say, 
the book of James is written to defend the role and 
purpose of works in the Christian life. With this-hy- 
pothesis, however, there is always the possibility 
that the author of James may have misunderstood 
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Paul or may have failed to appreciate fully his em- 
phasis on works. It is clear from virtually all of 
Paul’s letters, especially in the parenetic sections 
concerned with proper Christian behavior, that Paul 
has a very strong emphasis on proper Christian 
conduct (e.g., Rom 12:1—15:33; 1 Cor 5:1—-16:12). It 
may well not be equated by him with justification, 
but it is vital to holy Christian living (e.g., 1 Thess 
4:1-12). 

A few have argued for an early date on the 
basis of Jas 2:14-26. The argument is that James 
was written when Paul's teaching was only begin- 
ning to have an impact on the church. Conse- 
quently, at that time, the author either did not 
know Paul’s teaching or had not had enough time 
or exposure to it to understand exactly what Paul 
was saying. By this reckoning, some might even 
argue that the book of James was written before 
James and Paul met, thus probably before Gal 1:19 
and certainly before the events of Acts 150° 

There is room for further discussion of the au- 
thorship, date, and purpose of James. The vast ma- 
jority of scholars opt for pseudonymous authorship, 
probably near the end of the first century or into 
the early second century, but the evidence above 
suggests that the letter may have been written as 
early as ca. A.D 50. The evidence for this position is 
not, however, overwhelming. 


E. Basic Characteristics and Message 


The book of James has long been considered 
one of the most practical and applied books of the 
NT. The reasons for this are several. First, the ex- 
plicit theology, especially the overtly Christian con- 
tent, is often said to be minimal. Some have even 
gone so far as to say that there is little to nothing 
distinctively Christian about the book of James. A 
second reason is the exhortatory nature of the 
book. There is a high concentration of command 
language in the book (see above), giving the im- 
pression that it was consciously intended to moti- 
vate readers to action. Third is the emphasis upon 
the role of faith, as discussed above. Fourth is the 
language of wisdom, designed to offer those who 
are being addressed a basis for the action that they 
are exhorted to do. Fifth and finally, the readers 
seem to be facing a situation of adversity, not only 
outside but within the church, that calls for such 
instructive language and wise behavior. 
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Whether James is a genuine or a literary letter, 
it seems to be structured after the typical Greco- 
Roman letter form, with one notable variation. Al- 
though the letter opens with a form of address 
closer to that of the Greco-Roman letter than any 
other of the letters in the NT, the audience is not a 
specific one but simply those of the Diaspora (see 
above). From the outset, the thanksgiving section 
addresses the fact that the faith community is expe- 
riencing trials and tests. The author exhorts them 
to have joy in the face of these trials because they 
produce endurance. Wisdom in handling this situ- 
ation comes from God, and the relations between, 
for example, tested and testers can be reversed if 
wisdom is not heeded. The person who endures, 
however, will be blessed by God for doing what he 
or she ought, not simply hearing without acting. 
These opening exhortatory words lead to the body 
of the letter, which explicates further what it means 
to live the wise or Christian life. Living the Chris- 
tian life is framed in terms of various “works” that 
one should do toward fellow Christians. Some of 
these are positive actions, but others are negative. 
The author betrays a certain amount of frustration, 
perhaps at those who have failed to heed his ad- 
vice. For example, he states that forms of favorit- 
ism among the community are to be excluded and 
that faith, if it really is faith, will result in good 
works. The writer therefore seeks to instill, for in- 
stance, the realization that speech has its conse- 
quences, both for good and for bad, as does wealth. 
Throughout the book of James, doing the wise 
thing, that is, wisdom, is equated with doing what 
God would want one to do. The author closes with 
a series of exhortations regarding patience, swear- 
ing, prayer, and repentance. The letter does not 
have a formal closing but instead a general word of 
admonition about the virtue of bringing a sinner to 
repentance. 

The book of James, perhaps above all others in 
the NT, offers the example of a work addressed to 
the practical realities of life in the early church. 
Rather than offer a beatific depiction of the early 
Christian communities, James addresses the hard 
realities of a Christian church that included believ- 
ers who came from all walks of life. Their repen- 
tance did not necessarily remove them from the 
pressures of daily life, and these problems appar- 
ently had done more than silently creep into vari- 
ous Christian communities. The author therefore 
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apparently felt the need to address these practical 
realities in terms of proactive Christian behavior 
rather than rehearse theological truths. 


F. Outline of James™* 


A. Opening (1:1) 
1. Sender (1:1a) 
2. Addressee (1:1b) 
3. Greeting (1:1c) 

B. Thanksgiving (1:2-27) 
1. Joy in the face of trials (1:2-11) 
2. Blessed is the one who endures 
(1:12-27) 

C. Body: Doing the Christian life (2:1—-5:6) 
1. Favoritism is excluded (2:1—-13) 
2. Faith produces works (2:14-—26) 
3. Speech has consequences (3:1—12) 
4. Wisdom produces peace (3:13-18) 
5. One must submit to God (4:1-10) 
6. Inaccurate speech has dire results 
(4:11-17) 
7. Misuse of wealth brings condemnation 
(5:1-6) 

D. Closing exhortations (5:7—20) 
1. Patience (5:7-11) 
2. Swearing (5:12) 
3. Prayer for others (5:13-18) 
4. Repentance (5:19-20) 


4. THE PETRINE LETTERS AND JUDE 


A. Introduction 


Numerous problems attend to the Petrine Let- 
ters and Jude. These include (1) the differences be- 
tween the two Petrine Letters in light of their sup- 
posed common apostolic authorship, (2) 2 Peter’s 
seeming use of Jude, a literary dependence that 
moves in the opposite direction to what might be 
expected if 2 Peter is an apostle’s writings, and (3) 
issues regarding the growth and development of 
early Christianity. 


B. 1 Peter 


Essentially two major issues arise concerning 1 
Peter: the authorship, date, and destination of the 
letter; and its literary form and character. From 
an examination of them, lesser issues come into 
sharper focus. 


1. Authorship, Date, and Destination 


The traditional view is that 1 Peter was written 
by the Apostle Peter sometime before A.D. 62 and 
certainly before A.D. 64/65, when, according to tra- 
dition, he was martyred under Nero in Rome (see 
Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.25.5). The traditional view 
has been defended along several lines. The first is 
internal evidence that includes the clear ascription 
of the letter to “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ,” in 
1:1. Several other passages point in the direction of 
Peter as well. For example, in 5:1 the author claims 
to be a “witness of the sufferings of Christ,” which 
appears to be a claim to be an eyewitness to the 
life and death of Jesus. This is perhaps further 
strengthened by 2:20-25, which is thought to re- 
flect Peter’s situation, especially as he watched 
Christ suffer and then rejected him at the first sign 
of trouble though he himself had not suffered at all. 
It has further been noted that there is abundant 
phrasing in 1 Peter similar to some of Peter’s ser- 
mons in Acts (e.g., Acts 2:23 and 1 Pet 1:2, 20; 2:4, 
5; Acts 2:33 and 1 Pet 1:12; 3:22; 4:1; Acts 2:36 and 1 
Pet 1:11; 3:15; 4:12; Acts 2:38 and 1 Pet 3:22; Acts 
10:42 and 1 Pet 4:5). External evidence includes a 
possible reference in 2 Pet 3:1 and clear acknowl- 
edgment of the letter in Polycarp (Phil. 1.3; 2.1, 2; 
6.3; 7.2; 8.1-2; 10.2-3), Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 2.15.2), 
Irenaeus (Haer. 4.9.2; 5.7.2), Tertullian (Scorp. 12), 
Clement of Alexandria (Tutor 1.6; 3.11, 12; Misc. 
3.12; 4.18, 20), and Origen (according to Eusebius, 
Hist. eccl. 6.25.8). This evidence prompts Michaels 
to state that “aside from the four Gospels and the 
letters of Paul, the external attestation for 1 Peter is 
as strong, or stronger, than that for any NT book. 
There is no evidence anywhere of controversy over 
its authorship or authority.” 

Regardless, several doubts about Petrine au- 
thorship of 1 Peter still persist among a wide range 
of scholars. These doubts have been raised by at 
least four issues, to which advocates of Petrine au- 
thorship have given responses. © 


a. Use of Greek. The first is the excellent Greek 
that is used in 1 Peter. Even if one acknowledges 
that a fisherman from the Galilee area would have 
had to know Greek in order to conduct his business 
(and this is very likely),”” it is highly unusual and 
unlikely that this fisherman would have known 
Greek to the standard found in 1 Peter and, espe- 
cially, have been able to write as accomplished a 
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literary piece as this. In many scholars’ estimation, 
the quality of Greek in 1 Peter rates among the 
three or four most highly literate works in the NT 
(along with Hebrews, James, and Luke—Acts). On 
the other hand, 1 Pet 5:12 may provide the answer 
to this problem. There the author says that “through 
Silvanus... I have written this short letter to en- 
courage you.”® There is thus the possibility that 
while the letter is attributed to Peter and he stands 
behind its authority, Silvanus may have served as a 
scribe, an amanuensis, or even a commissioned au- 
thor responsible for the writing of the Greek. If this 
Silvanus is Silas, the traveling companion of Paul 
(see Acts 15:40-18:5) and coauthor/cosender of 1 
and 2 Thessalonians (parallels between the Thessa- 
lonian letters, 1 Peter, and Acts 15:22-32 have been 
contended), it may well provide an explanation of 
the Greek problem. Consequently, many argue for 
Petrine authorship and acknowledge the use of 
Silvanus/Silas to explain the literary quality of the 
letter.” 


b. Theology. The second problem is that the the- 
ology of 1 Peter appears to be too dependent upon 
Pauline theology. For example, Jesus’ death is seen 
as atoning for sins (1:18-19; 2:24), suffering with 
Christ is endorsed (4:13; 5:1), obedience to authori- 
ties is commanded (2:14—15), and believers are said 
to be “in Christ” (3:16; 5:10, 14). As a result, some 
have thought that 1 Peter is more Pauline than the 
Pastoral Epistles. This apparent dependence is 
thought to be unexplainable in light of Peter’s hav- 
ing been a disciple and very close follower of Jesus 
during his earthly ministry. Nevertheless, a num- 
ber of other considerations must be kept in mind. 
First, if Silvanus/Silas, the traveling companion of 
Paul, had a hand in the composition of the letter, 
he no doubt came under the influence of Paul’s 
thinking and may have reflected this thinking 
when writing for Peter. A subsidiary factor is that 
Peter and Paul had had confrontations over theo- 
logical issues before, most notably the one reflected 
in Gal 2:1]-21. There is dispute over whether Paul 
or Peter prevailed in this confrontation, but it is 
quite possible that the encounter left a mark on Pe- 
ter’s theology. Lastly, by the time Peter wrote this 
letter, probably from Rome, the Roman church al- 
ready was in receipt of Paul’s Letter to the Romans, 
which could well have had a profound effect on the 
thinking of Peter. 


c. Jesus’ Life. A third question about the author- 
ship of 1 Peter concerns the lack of concrete evi- 
dence for the author's knowledge of events in Je- 
sus’ life. This is surprising in light of Peter's close 
association with Jesus during his ministry and, in 
particular, his place in the inner circle of disciples, 
which, for example, enabled him to be present at 
the transfiguration. This lack of reference is more 
understandable for the Pauline writings, since Paul 
does not make a claim to have been with the 
earthly Jesus. Apart from the fairly allusive com- 
ments in 1 Pet 2:20—-25, mentioned above, there are 
no specific references to the events in Jesus’ life. 
But the question is whether this proves anything. 


d. Persecution. The fourth objection to Petrine 
authorship is that the passages that refer to per- 
secution—1:6; 3:13-17; 4:12-19; 5:9—may refer to 
a time late in the first century (under Domitian) or 
early in the second century (under Trajan), when 
persecution of Christians supposedly became more 
widespread and organized in the Roman Empire. 
(These persecutions may reflect the fact that Chris- 
tianity was no longer viewed as part of Judaism.) 
Nevertheless, it is difficult to judge when the perse- 
cution these passages describe would have taken place. 
While there is no evidence of widespread systematic 
persecution until the mid-third century (under Decius), 
there is evidence of incidental or local persecution, 
persecution that could be directly relevant to that 
reflected in these passages (e.g., the persecution of 
Christians by Nero in Rome in 64-65). Further- 
more, other comments in 1 Peter make it difficult to 
believe that the letter originated in a time of sus- 
tained persecution by the Roman authorities, whether 
under Domitian, Trajan, or Decius. In 2:13-14, 17, 
there is a favorable view taken of civil authorities, 
for Christians are told to submit to those in such 
positions, including the emperor. The passage is 
highly reminiscent of Rom 13:1-7 but not as well de- 
veloped logically. This passage may not only indi- 
cate a close tie in thought between the author of 1 
Peter and Paul; it also perhaps indicates a time before 
Christians ran into serious trouble with the Roman 
authorities, other than in individual incidents. 


e. Summary. The majority view today is that 1 
Peter is pseudonymous, written by a later Christian 
or Christians as part of a Petrine school.®! He was 
writing under the name of Peter, possibly from 
Rome (if “Babylon” in 5:13 refers to Rome), to 
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churches in Asia Minor that were suffering perse- 
cution. The reasons for this position include the be- 
lief that the difficulties raised above are clearly 
insuperable for the traditional view, even if modi- 
fied to include the role of a scribe, amanuensis, or 
coauthor. In recent discussion, pseudonymous au- 
thorship is often associated with authorship by a 
Petrine community or a composite authorship, since 
close interconnections in language and content exist 
among 1 and 2 Peter and Jude. The later date of 
composition implied by such a position (A.D. 65 on) 
is consistent with the status of 1 Peter in the early 
church (see above). 


2. Literary Form and Character 


There are many questions about the literary 
form of 1 Peter, and their number continues to in- 
crease because of the difficulty in establishing its 
literary form. Examination of these questions gives 
insight into the content and character of 1 Peter. 
The first proposal is usually suggested by those 
who think that the letter was written by Peter or 
an amanuensis, or possibly by later followers of a 
Petrine school. Other proposals regarding the origi- 
nal form of 1 Peter tend to reflect a Petrine commu- 
nity school or composite view of authorship.° 


a. Genuine Letter. This proposal holds that the 
letter is a genuine letter just as it purports to be. 
For example, 1 Pet 5:12 refers to writing, which 
seems to indicate epistolary composition. It is more 
difficult to establish the exact nature of this letter. 
On the one hand, some have proposed that it was 
originally meant as a circular letter, addressed to 
“the exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, 
Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia” (1:1). The wide ex- 
panse covered by this address suggests that the let- 
ter was written to be circulated in the numerous 
churches located in Asia Minor.®? On the other 
hand, there are a number of noteworthy personal 
references in the letter as well, including those to 
friends (2:11; 4:12) and elders (5:1-4) and probably 
to the church in Rome and to Mark (1 Pet 5:13). 


b. Cultic Function. Several suggestions point to 
a cultic function for the letter, proposing that 1 
Peter may have been some form of baptismal docu- 
ment, possibly a baptismal sermon in whole or in 
part. Although there have been numerous varia- 
tions on this analysis, F. L. Cross’s is perhaps the 


Hebrews, the General Epistles, and Revelation 537 


most important.°* As the letter does not have many 
specific references to people and places, has a 
highly polished style, begins with an impressive 
opening in 1:3-12, concludes with a doxology and 
an “Amen” in 4:11, and includes a number of 
hymnic passages (e.g., 1:20; 3:18-22), it has been 
argued that the bulk of the letter (1:3-4:11) was a 
transcript of an actual baptismal service or at least 
the words of address to a group of those recently 
baptized. In this case, 4:12-5:11 could be a supple- 
mental portion, perhaps attached later, reflecting 
on a more serious situation involving persecution. 
Cross was even more specific, claiming that the let- 
ter reflects an Easter paschal baptismal liturgy. This 
elaborate set of hypotheses has not proved con- 
vincing, however, especially when it is considered 
that the word “baptism” occurs only in 1 Pet 3:21 
(but cf. allusions in 1:3, 23; 2:2). If Cross were right, 
one might well expect a clearer reference to the oc- 
casion. Instead, other subjects unrelated to bap- 
tism, such as suffering, are discussed (e.g., 3:13~22). 


c. Parenesis. The parenetic hypothesis has been 
the most enduring in discussion of the nature of 1 
Peter. The most important work establishing this 
hypothesis was that of Selwyn even though he argued 
that baptismal material lay behind the catechetical 
emphasis. According to this position, 1 Peter as 
parenesis reflects a form of literature commonly 
known in the ancient Near East and used to give 
practical moral instruction through exhortation and 
admonition designed to reinforce the audience's be- 
liefs or influence their behavior. Some parenetic 
analyses have focused upon the ethical dimension 
of 1 Peter, while others have focused on its theol- 
ogy. Whereas most parenetic analysis of 1 Peter, 
following Selwyn’s example, has concentrated on 
describing the origins of this material, concentrat- 
ing upon either the kerygma or the fear of punish- 
ment as its basis, recent work has attempted to 
focus on the motivation for the parenesis, utilizing 
insights from rhetorical study. 


d. Apologetic Tract. In light of the letter’s em- 
phasis on suffering, some have argued that 1 Peter 
is an apologetic tract explaining the readers’ trials 
in order to encourage them. Although some more 
traditional interpreters have taken this line, much 
of this perspective has been argued by those 
using social-scientific models. For example, in his 
commentary, Goppelt argued that the audience’s 
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situation is “characterized decisively by conflict 
with society.” For Christians, suffering is of the es- 
sence of their existence; therefore the author en- 
courages and exhorts them to behave properly. 
John Elliott argues that 1 Peter addresses Christian 
social groups who are characterized as “resident 
aliens,” that is, poor rural inhabitants in social 
conflict with the established urban culture of Asia. 
The “household” of God is a sociological institution 
providing a home for the homeless against the 
strains of estrangement. Balch argues that 1 Peter 
is an attempt to integrate Christianity into Greco- 
Roman society, which was highly suspicious of 
foreign religions. The household codes of early 
Christianity, including 1 Pet 2:13-3:8, were de- 
signed to stress harmony so that households would 
not be divided. Thus the code’s apologetic function 
is to respond to outside criticism.©” Martin is cor- 
rect that these proposals put too much stress upon 
the sociological dimension, neglecting the theological 
dimension, which remains paramount in 1 Peter.®* 


e. Homiletical Midrash. Schutter has recently 
concluded that over half of the material in 1 Peter 
is from the OT. This includes forty-six direct quota- 
tions, plus allusions. He argues that the author 
uses what he calls homiletical midrash (similar to 
the interpretation at Qumran) to emphasize that 
the church is the temple community (see 2:4-8, 
9-10; 3:15-16; 4:12-17). This is an attempt at early 
Christian self-identification, which perhaps under- 
scores the recognizably Jewish character of the let- 
ter.? This theory draws attention to the eschatolog- 
ical dimension of the book in the coming of Christ 
(1:10-13). The eschatological and apocalyptic di- 
mensions have also been emphasized in other re- 
cent interpretation.” This position, while it draws 
attention to the use of the OT, has the shortcom- 
ings of many midrashic interpretations in that it is 
difficult to establish what exactly is meant by the 
term and whether it is a viable category for describ- 
ing a book of the NT. 


f. Summary. These proposals highlight the im- 
portant mix of material in 1 Peter. The writer places 
clear emphasis upon offering encouragement and 
exhortation to a people undergoing times of suffer- 
ing and persecution. According to one’s under- 
standing of the letter’s character, the author might 
do this by appealing to one of their fundamental 
practices, such as baptism, or by discussing social 
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relations (2:11-20; 3:1-12). But mostly the writer 
chooses to emphasize the importance of holy living 
(1:13-2:3) on the basis of a renewed life through the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead (1:39). 
This is the foundation that allows the believer to 
endure persecution and to endure the various adverse 
circumstances that will inevitably come (3:13-22; 
4:12-5:5). 


C. 2 Peter and Jude 


Scholarship has recently experienced a revival 
of interest in 2 Peter and Jude because they raise a 
number of issues regarding the shape and forma- 
tion of the NT. 


1. Authorship of 2 Peter 


a. Pseudonymous Authorship. The majority of 
scholars believe that 2 Peter is pseudonymous. Six 
major factors point in this direction.” (1) Second 
Peter is apparently dependent on Jude. A synopsis 
of 2 Peter and Jude shows that 2 Peter has appar- 
ently borrowed and/or adapted nineteen of the 
twenty-five verses of Jude (Jude 4—13, 16-18 in 2 Pet 
2:1-18; 3:13), This may not be problematic in it- 
self, but Peter was supposed to be one of the closest 
disciples of Jesus. If this is so and if Peter is the 
apostle who stands behind Mark’s Gospel (illustrat- 
ing that his memory was perfectly capable of re- 
counting what had happened earlier in his life), it 
is difficult to understand his dependence upon Jude 
(see below on Jude). (2) Second Peter’s style is very 
different from that of 1 Peter and, indeed, any other 
book in the NT. There is a larger proportion of 
hapax legomena—words appearing only one time— 
in 2 Peter than in any other book of the NT, and 
also a number of elaborate constructions. Some 
have therefore maintained that the style of 2 Peter 
resembles the so-called Asiatic style, a kind of Greek 
that originated in some rhetorical circles and, al- 
though characterized by an aspiration to lofty 
thoughts, seems to have ended up merely with in- 
flated and unwieldy syntax and archaic and unnat- 
ural vocabulary.”? Second Peter’s style makes it 
very difficult to accept that 1 and 2 Peter are both 
authentically Petrine and to link 2 Peter with any 
other possible author in the NT. (3) The third objec- 
tion to Petrine authorship concerns the reference 
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in 3:15-16 to Paul’s letters as Scripture (his state- 
ment that they are difficult to understand is simply 
an early confirmation of what many still think). 
This seems to imply that Paul’s letters had already 
been collected together, something that scholars 
have until very recently considered unlikely until 
sometime late in the first century at the earliest. It 
also implies a recognized authoritative status for 
the Pauline Letters, something that many scholars 
do not consider to have been given until well into 
the second century. Such a late date of composition 
seems to be confirmed by references in 2 Peter to 
the apostles and fathers as “in the past,” like the 
prophets (3:2, 4). (4) Second Peter seems to be a 
second-generation Christian composition, reflect- 
ing what has been called “early catholicism.” That 
is, after the initial charisma wore off, Christians 
came to terms with the failure of Christ’s imminent 
return through an increasing institutionalization 
and a crystallization of the faith into set forms— 
e.g., 1:19-21, concerned with regulating prophecy; 
2:1-3, acknowledging that there are many false 
prophets present in the church; and 3:3-4, occa- 
sioned by Christians dying before Christ returns.”4 
(5) That 2 Peter was a later pseudonymous compo- 
sition may be confirmed by what appears to be rel- 
atively late initial acceptance of 2 Peter as authori- 
tative Scripture. Although 2 Peter may have been 
known in the second century (Apoc. Pet 1 [2 Pet 2:1, 
8], 21 [1:19], 22, 28 [2:2, 21], 30 [2:21; 3:2]), it prob- 
ably was not widely used until the third or fourth 
century, when it began to be accepted as an au- 
thoritative writing. ’*, dated third or fourth cen- 
tury, is the earliest text referring to this document 
(cf. Justin, Dial. 82.1 [2:1]).” (6) In light of this evi- 
dence, it is generally posited that 2 Peter is not a 
personal letter but, rather, a genuine letter sent to 
churches familiar with 1 Peter and the Pauline 
Letters in the form of a “farewell speech” or “testa- 
ment,” a literary form familiar from intertesta- 
mental literature (e.g., Testament of Moses, Testa- 
ments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Testament of Job, 1 En. 
91-104). The letter was probably written to encour- 
age a later generation of Christians not to abandon 
the Christian faith because Jesus had not yet come. 
The letter indicates a context in the late first cen- 
tury, at the earliest, and probably well into the sec- 
ond century, when Christians were abandoning 
their early-held apocalyptic beliefs. This would ex- 
plain the writer’s motivation to encourage his people 


and use the strongest name he could find, that of 
Peter, to underscore the importance of their hold- 
ing fast to their hope that Christ would return 
again soon. This is the heart of 2 Pet 2-3. The fact 
that very few of the church fathers ever cite 2 Peter 
as an authority for the church indicates its lack of 
early reception as authoritative. The early church 
fathers were probably not fooled into thinking that 
it was written by Peter. This case for pseudony- 
mous authorship has proved so convincing that 
there is little debate among most scholars over the 
authorship of 2 Peter. 


b. Traditional Authorship. The traditional view of 
authorship of 2 Peter is that the book was written 
by Peter, the disciple of Jesus, around A.D. 62 or 
thereabouts, from Rome. This position is based upon 
a number of factors, not least that the book makes 
a direct claim to Petrine authorship (1:1). The au- 
thor notes that his death is close (1:14) and that he 
was a witness to the transfiguration (1:16-18). 
There is furthermore the statement in 3:1 that this 
is the “second letter,” 1 Peter being most likely the 
first. This raises important questions regarding the 
use of pseudonymity in the ancient world and, in 
particular, the early church. First, in light of 3:1, it 
is difficult to avoid the thought that the author was 
apparently attempting to have this work accepted 
as the second Petrine letter by making a specific 
reference to it as the “second letter.” If this is not 
actually Peter writing, it is legitimate to raise the 
issue of motivation; in other words, through the 
use of personal references or details, did the author 
deliberately try to lead the original audience to ac- 
cept the letter as from Peter? Second, if pseudo- 
nymity is transparent fiction, why could the letter 
not have gone out under the name of the actual 
author, since this person or group would have 
been known to the recipients? The test, it is often 
said, of a work in the early church was ortho- 
doxy.”° If this is true (it is subject to close defini- 
tion), there is even less reason for the letter to at- 
tempt to make a claim of Petrine authorship, since 
it only needed to be judged sufficient on theological 
grounds. Further, why did personal details need to 
be used at all if the letter were a transparent fic- 
tion, since everyone would have known that the 
letter was not written by the purported author? 

As a way of defending Petrine authorship, ques- 
tions are often raised regarding the pseudepigra- 
phal hypothesis to mitigate the force of the opposing 
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arguments. This method does less to prove the case 
for Petrine authorship than to temper the assuredness 
of the pseudepigraphal hypothesis. Nevertheless, 
many valid questions can be raised, among them 
the following. 

(1) Regarding literary dependence, as Knight 
rightly notes, there are five possibilities for the rela- 
tionship between Jude and 2 Peter, each of them at- 
tracting advocates: (a) Jude is dependent upon 2 
Peter, (b) 2 Peter is dependent on Jude, (c) one in- 
terpolated the other, (d) both are dependent on a 
common source, and (e) both have a common au- 
thor.’”” Most scholars opt for the second, but as 
Neyrey says, “they have by no means proven i 
since the evidence can be seen to support argu- 
ments on all sides. Indeed, some of the statistical 
information leaves the question of priority seem- 
ingly unprovable. As Donald Guthrie says of the re- 
lationships between the two writings: 


Verbal agreements are not impressive. If statistics are 
any guide, the following data may supply some indi- 
cation. Out of the parallel passages comprising 2 
Peter i. 2, 12, ii. 1-4, 6, 10-12, 15-18, iii. 2, 3 and Jude 
2, 4~13, 17, 18, the former contain 297 words and the 
latter 256 words, but they share only 78 in common. 
This means that if 2 Peter is the borrower he has 
changed 70% of Jude’s language and added more of 
his own. Whereas if Jude borrowed from 2 Peter, the 
percentage of alteration is slightly higher, combined 
with a reduction in quantity. Clearly there can be no 
question of direct copying or of editorial adaptation. 
It is also significant that out of twelve parallel sec- 
tions, Jude’s text is verbally longer than 2 Peter’s on 
five occasions, showing that neither author can be 
considered more concise than the other. The pas- 
sages showing the greatest verbal agreement are 2 
Pet iii. 2, 3 and Jude 17, 18 (16 words). . . . Perhaps at 
this point the author relied on his “copy” rather than 
his memory. The only other passages where ex- 
tended verbal agreement is found are 2 Pet. ii. 12 and 
Jude 10, 12a (14 words), the only passages inciden- 
tally where the order of the two Epistles slightly di- 
verges (Jude 11 corresponds to 2 Pet. i. 15, 16). ifs 


(2) Concerning style, it is incontrovertibly clear 
that there are differences between 2 and 1 Peter.®° 
In light of the limited evidence, however, one must 
examine what bearing this has on Petrine author- 
ship. If Silvanus was responsible for 1 Peter, then 2 
Peter could have been written by someone else, 
even Peter, especially in light of the badly executed 
attempt at lofty style, such as someone trying too 
hard might well have done. If both letters reflect 
amanuenses (see Jerome, Ep. 120.11, on Peter’s pos- 
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sible use of two interpreters), then the comparison 
is simply between various scribes and even more 
difficult to quantify in relation to Peter. The appeal 
to an amanuensis is not solid evidence, since so 
little is known of the particularities of scribal use by 
NT writers, but it at least raises further questions 
regarding authorship. Knight has suggested, how- 
ever, that the differences are more than simply sty- 
listic, that they are theological as well. For example, 
different eschatological wording is used (e.g., 1 Pet 
1:7, 13 [2 Pet 3:4, 10]; 1 Pet 1:9 [2 Pet 1:11]). He also 
notes, however, that “1 Peter has a general applica- 
tion (1.1-2) while 2 Peter seems more obviously de- 
signed to meet a specific situation in an unnamed 
church.”®! Differences in circumstances could well 
account for differences in content, without resolv- 
ing the issue of authorship. 

(3) The exclusion of Petrine authorship on the 
basis of an appeal to the collected Pauline Letters 
as “scripture,” indicating a date into the second 
century, cannot be easily mitigated, unless one is 
able to show that the use of ypady (graphé) in the 
plural is not a technical term (as it appears to be 
virtually everywhere else in the NT) or that the 
Pauline Letters were gathered together and achieved 
authoritative status very early. Some have tried to 
show that the Pauline writings were gathered to- 
gether very early, but this has yet to be proven. 
The author may in fact not know the entire Pau- 
line corpus but be alluding merely to all the letters 
known to him at the time, and the Scriptures he is 
referring to may be what we now call the OT. 

(4) As to 2 Peter reflecting “early catholicism,” 
one must be careful in the use and definition of 
such terms. For, as Hengel has shown, one can 
argue that Jesus and Paul reflect characteristics of 
early catholicism, including various dimensions of 
church institutionalization.*? 

(5) Concerning acknowledgment and citation 
of 2 Peter in the early church, there is no denying 
the lack of early evidence of 2 Peter’s existence and 
of early utilization. This bears on authenticity but 
is of more importance regarding authority. 

(6) Concerning the testament as the most likely 
genre, Charles has recently attacked the premise of 
this literary form and the validity of the compari- 
son. He questions the idea that the testamental lit- 
erature provided a transparent fiction, and thus 
justifies its pseudepigraphal status without intro- 
ducing the element of deception. He also doubts 
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that this is how the literary form of testament 
would have been applied in the case of 2 Peter, es- 
pecially in light of the fact that the church appar- 
ently later forgot that 2 Peter was pseudepigraphal 
for a number of centuries. On the validity of equat- 
ing 2 Peter with a testament, Charles notes that 
many of the features of the testament (e.g., apoca- 
lyptic elements, blessings and curses, the transfer- 
ence of authority, the lack of prominence of the 
author’s death) are lacking in 2 Peter, 

For most scholars, debate over authorship of 2 
Peter has been long resolved, however. The matters 
of content, style, language, historical references 
and context, and early church ignorance of it have 
led most to conclude that 2 Peter is not by the author 
of 1 Peter, and certainly not by the Apostle Peter. 


2. Authorship and Date of Jude 


The book of Jude begins with the claim that the 
author is the brother of James (Jude 1). Although 
there were several individuals named James in the 
early church (see sec. 3, above), the most likely 
here is James the brother of Jesus, who, although 
not mentioned in the accounts of Jesus’ ministry, 
became the leader of the Jerusalem church (Gal 
1:19; 2:9, 12; Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:28) and is seen 
as the traditional author of the book with his 
name. There are also five Judes worth mentioning: 
Jude/Judas the brother of Jesus (Mark 6:3; cf. 
Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.19.1-3.20.7), Judas of Acts 
9:11, Thomas known as Jude by Syrian Christian- 
ity, Judas Barsabbas (Acts 15:22, 26, 31), and Judas 
of James (Apos. Con. 7.46). In light of the ability to 
identify a Jude with a known James, the most likely 
traditional hypothesis is that this is Jude the brother 
of James and of Jesus.84 

At this point, however, the traditional ascrip- 
tion of authorship encounters difficulty. Many schol- 
ars think that the ascription of authorship is an at- 
tempt to align the book with the family of Jesus. 
This falls afoul of several of the same problems that 
the traditional ascriptions of James and 1 Peter do, 
including the level of Greek, considered far too so- 
phisticated for a typical Jew from Galilee. There are 
other questions as well. If this James is the brother of 
Jesus (and the author of the book of James according 
to the traditional view), it is more than passing 
strange that the author makes no explicit claim to 
be the brother of Jesus. If this James is other than 


the brother of Jesus, then the author is making a 
claim to be the brother of an otherwise uncertain 
person in the NT. Others have argued that Jude 
shows signs of early catholicism—for example, in 
v. 3 about contending for “the faith.” Thus, as 
Kuimmel states, “Jude must be considered a pseud- 
onymous writing. That is all the more fitting if Jude 
1 contains a reference to a pseudonymous James.”® 

Many have not followed Ktimmel in his judg- 
ment, however.*° Since there is no explicit identifi- 
cation of who this Jude was, it is difficult to argue 
that the work is pseudonymous, because it could 
well be that there was some other Jude, the brother 
of a James, who was the author but is unknown to 
us now. Second, the work was cited frequently in 
the second and third centuries (e.g., Tertullian, ap- 
parel. 1.3; Clement of Alexandria, cited in Eusebius, 
Hist. eccl. 6.14) and perhaps even earlier (e.g., Did. 
2.7 [Jude 22-23]; 3.6 [Jude 8-10]),°” leaving even 
less time for a pseudonymous work to be written at 
a distance from the original author. It appears that 
questions only arose about the authority of Jude in 
the fourth century and beyond, when some had 
trouble accepting the author's citation of pseud- 
epigraphal Jewish writings (see no. 3, below). 
Third, there is the further question of the plausibil- 
ity of this being a pseudonymous writing. Why 
would someone wish to write in the name of a rela- 
tively obscure figure in the early church, since 
pseudonymous writings have the overwhelming 
tendency to be written in the name of well-known 
and identifiable figures (e.g., Paul, Peter, Enoch, 
Moses, the patriarchs)? This makes it relatively dif- 
ficult to conceive of a situation that would have 
prompted someone to use Jude’s name to construct 
a pseudonymous letter, and even more difficult to 
conceive of the church accepting such a letter as 
authoritative. 

Even if Jude is authentic, however, reconstruct- 
ing the situation of its composition is still difficult. 
The book is probably a genuine letter, perhaps 
written in a Jewish exhortatory fashion, to a group 
characterized as “those who are called.” There seems 
to be some problem with antinomianism, addressed 
by appealing to apocalyptic Jewish writings. If the 
letter is genuine, it could have been written from 
around A.D. 50 to 80, since it shows no signs of 
early catholicism. If it is pseudonymous, it could 
have been written from A.D. 80 to anytime in the 
second century.°8 
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3. Jude and the Citation of Pseudepigraphal 
Sources 


There have been a number of questions raised 
by Jude’s apparent quotation of two pseudepigra- 
phal writings and by what this may imply regard- 
ing his relationship to his community of faith, the 
development of the OT canon, and the concept of 
an authoritative body of Scriptures. This discussion 
is, of course, only a part of the larger topic of NT ci- 
tation of the OT and other texts. Although there are 
no direct citations of the OT in Jude, recent inter- 
preters have come to appreciate the author's ap- 
parent literary sophistication in employing biblical 
themes and topics to address the subjects discussed 
in the letter. For example, Charles has noted that 
the author uses a prophetic typology that draws 
upon nine subjects—unbelieving Israel (v. 5), fallen 
angels (v. 6), Sodom and Gomorrah (v. 7), Michael 
the archangel (v. 9), Moses (v. 9), Cain, Balaam, 
Korah (v. 11), and Enoch (vv. 14-15)—to counter 
those who pose a danger to his community of 
faith.®? 

Whereas the author alludes to biblical material 
in most of the examples, in vv. 9 and 14-15 he 
draws upon nonbiblical sources. It is possible that 
v. 9, through paraphrase and allusion, is citing the 
Assumption of Moses regarding a dispute between 
the archangel Michael and Satan, an episode un- 
known in any canonical text (but see Deut 34:1-6; 
Zech 3:2); it is difficult to make a strong case for di- 
rect quotation. Verses 14-15, however, appear to 
quote 1 En. 1:9 concerning the Lord’s coming with 
his holy or elect to judge the ungodly. First, the au- 
thor sets the stage for the quotation by referring to 
Enoch, in the seventh generation from Adam, as 
the one who prophesied the words. Some think 
that the author believes that the words of 1 En. 1:9 
come from the canonical Enoch (Gen 5:24) when in 
fact 1 Enoch is a pseudepigraphal work probably 
written between the early second century B.C. 
(190-180 B.C.) and, for some parts, the first century 
A.D. Second, the question is sometimes raised about 
the implications of citing a pseudepigraphal work 
in what is now a canonical document—a question 
prompted by a literalistic interpretation of the theo- 
logical concept of inspiration. It also has implica- 
tions for a number of other citations in the NT from 
extrabiblical writers, such as Aratus in Acts 17:28 
and Menander in 1 Cor 15:33. Third and most im- 
portant, the citation of 1 Enoch raises the question 


of the status of the Ketuvim, or Writings of the OT. 
This is not the place to debate the formation of the 
OT canon (see ch. 13, below), but the range of 
scholarly opinion on the time when such a process 
became formalized has extended in recent years 
from the fourth century B.C. into the first, second, 
or even fifth centuries A.D. According to one highly 
persuasive view, the author of Jude considered 1 
Enoch, and possibly the Assumption of Moses, to be a 
part of his authoritative writings. 

Charles has attempted to show, however, that 
part of the literary artistry of the author of the 
book of Jude may be to emphasize the tension be- 
tween the faithful and the ungodly. His prophetic 
typology is designed, according to this position, to 
reenforce the call to faithfulness by drawing upon 
types from the past. The same might be the case in 
the use of 1 En. 1:9. Charles acknowledges that the 
writings of Enoch may have been held in high re- 
gard by the opponents of Jude. He glosses v. 14 as 
“For even (your own) Enoch . . . prophesied,” 
which suggests to Charles that Jude adapted the 
quotation to suit his own theological and literary 
purposes, Rather than endorsing the text as au- 
thoritative, Jude is, then, acknowledging the au- 
thoritative status of the text for others.” This view 
would put Jude’s perspective in line with Paul’s ci- 
tation of extrabiblical texts as well. Nevertheless, 
the difference between Paul’s quotations of extra- 
biblical poets and Jude’s statement that Enoch 
prophesied may well present a difficult barrier for 
Charles’s position to overcome, since those who 
prophesied in a writing were considered to be 
prophets led by the Spirit of God to write. If true, it 
is perhaps the case that, for whatever reason, the 
author of Jude cited J En. 1:9 as part of his authori- 
tative writings. 


D. Basic Characteristics and Message 


These three letters, 1 and 2 Peter and Jude, 
have much in common, and much that separates 
them. Questions of authorship and dating have a 
direct influence on how one chooses to character- 
ize their contents. 

As an example, 1 Peter in many ways has a 
very different attitude toward the Christian life than 
does 2 Peter or Jude. Addressed ostensibly to those 
of the dispersion in Asia Minor, 1 Peter has an 
opening thanksgiving that exalts God for the bless- 
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ings that he has provided to those who have been 
born anew to a living hope through the resurrec- 
tion of Christ. The letter then develops the idea of 
what it means to live as the people of God in the 
midst of suffering. Even though the context is one 
of suffering, the letter concentrates upon the posi- 
tive dimensions of the Christian experience. Suffer- 
ing is not seen as something to be shunned or as a 
sign of God’s disfavor. On the contrary, the readers 
are exhorted to holiness as God’s chosen people. 
This holiness is to manifest itself in their personal 
relations, which could involve suffering for doing 
what is right and good, including suffering for 
being Christians. One of the most interesting pas- 
sages in 1 Peter from the standpoint of modern in- 
terpretation is the apparent endorsement in 1 Pet 
2:13-17 of being subject to the government, be- 
cause it is God’s will. This passage has been vari- 
ously interpreted, as noted above (see sec. B.1), 
because it seems to provide evidence for early com- 
position, and it has made for very difficult situa- 
tions for Christians of later years who have wanted 
to follow these commands but are faced with tyran- 
nical governments that seem to be doing anything 
but punishing evil and praising what is right. A 
second intriguing passage is found in 1 Pet 3:18—21, 
where the author speaks of Christ preaching to 
spirits in prison, those who formerly disobeyed. The 
language here is allusive, as well as elusive, as 
most commentaries attest. The author is probably 
alluding to the thought, related to that found in 
some intertestamental and apocalyptic documents, 
that Christ during the time he was in the tomb 
went to the underworld and pronounced a message 
of judgment on sinners from the time of Noah. With- 
out getting overly concerned to exegete this passage, 


we can say that the point is that Christ’s ultimate’ 


triumph through the resurrection is assured, and 
this constitutes part of the assurance of the letter. 
Second Peter and Jude, on the other hand, as 
noted above, have much in common, however 
that commonality is explained. Whereas 1 Peter 
had a more moderate tone in the face of adver- 
sity, 2 Peter and Jude have a more strident tone. 
The apparently different contexts perhaps ac- 
count for this. Second Peter reflects a situation in 
which the readers have been infiltrated by false 
prophets and teachers, who are introducing teach- 
ing that the author does not endorse. The author 
has very strong words to say about their behavior 


and standards of conduct and about the punish- 
ment that awaits them. The readers are perhaps 
susceptible to their teaching because of disappoint- 
ment about the return of Christ. The author of 2 
Peter seems to be sensitive to the need to remind 
his readers of what they have been taught in the 
past and recognizes that the kinds of false teachers 
who have joined their group are to be expected 
and, in fact, were prophetically anticipated. In 
other words, God's sovereign power attests to his 
ultimate triumph when he judges those who are 
ungodly. The book of Jude continues this same 
theme, with its advocacy of the destruction of the 
ungodly and its exhortation to contend for the 
faith. A litany of those in Egypt, Sodom and Go- 
morrah, and elsewhere who have met with such 
previous destruction is offered. In support of his 
case, the author cites 1 En. 1:9 as evidence of the 
judging power of God. 


E. Outlines of 1 Peter, 2 Peter, and Jude 


1. 1 Peter?! 


A. Opening (1:1-2) 
1. Sender (1:1a) 
2. Addressee (1:1b—2a) 
3. Greeting (1:2b) 
B. Thanksgiving (1:3-9) 
C. Body: Living for God in the midst of suf- 
fering (1:10-5:11) 
1. The basis of salvation (1:10-12) 
2. Being the people of Godin the midst of 
suffering (1:13-5:11) 
D. Closing (5:12-14) 
1. Greetings (5:12—14a) 
2. Benediction (5:14b) 


2. 2 Peter 


A. Opening (1:1-2) 
1. Sender (1:1a) 
2. Addressee (1:1b) 
3. Greeting (1:2) 
B. Body: The sufficiency of God (1:3-3:10) 
1. Confirming one’s faith (1:3-11) 
2. The need for a reminder (1:12-21) 
3. False teachers (2:1-22) 
4. The Day of the Lord (3:1-10) 
C. Parenesis (3:11—-16) 
D. Closing (3:17-18) 
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The so-called Absalom’s Pillar, or Absalom’s Tomb, in the Kidron Valley dates from the first century B.C. 
© Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


The Tombs of the Kings in Jerusalem, constructed by Queen Helena of Adiabene in the middle of the first century A.D. 
She was buried here with her family (see Josephus, Wars 5:2; Ant. 20:4). © Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 
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3. Jude 

A. Opening (1-2) 
1. Sender (la) 
2. Addressee (1b) 
3. Greeting (2) 

B. Body: The doom of the ungodly (3-19) 
1. Appeal to contend for the faith (3-4) 
2. Examples from the OT (5-13) 
3. Enoch (14-16) 
4. The apostles (17-19) 

C. Parenesis (20-23) 

D. Closing (doxology) (24-25) 


5. THE JOHANNINE LETTERS 
A. Introduction 


A number of features particular to each of the 
Johannine Letters demand individual attention, but 
there are also a number of common features that 
allow the letters to be examined together here. Many 
scholars have grouped these three letters together 
with John’s Gospel and Revelation even though the 
three letters were not always treated together in the 
early church (e.g., Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.39.17, 
where Papias seems to know only 1 John, or pos- 
sibly did not use 2 and 3 John). Today many, if not 
most, scholars dispute that these five books have a 
common authorship and were written by an apostle. 


B. Literary Genre 


Although they are referred to as the Johannine 
Letters, there is considerable doubt over whether 
they are of the same genre. On the surface, 2 and 3 
John appear to be genuine letters.”? Their episto- 
lary features include the following: a length simi- 
lar to that of other letter papyri (ca. 250 words), 
an epistolary opening (2 John 1-3; 3 John 1), a 
thanksgiving/health wish (2 John 4; 3 John 2), ad- 
dressing the recipients in the vocative case (case of 
address) (2 John 5; 3 John 2, 5, 11), a request for- 
mula (2 John 5-6; 3 John 5-6), the promise of a visit 
(2 John 12; 3 John 14), an epistolary closing (2 John 
12-13; 3 John 13-14), and a mention of writing to 
the recipients (2 John 5, 12; 3 John 9, 13). Lieu has 
pointed out, however, that whereas 3 John follows 
the Hellenistic epistolary form very closely, 2 John 
seems to reflect features of the Pauline epistolary 


form. Pauline features include an expanded greet- 
ing, a thanksgiving instead of a health wish, and a 
peace benediction. 2 John is also characterized by a 
number of impersonal statements (e.g., the refer- 
ence to the “elect lady” in 2 John 1). Third John is 
clearly a genuine letter, and 2 John may be ad- 
dressing a real situation as well. The possible Pau- 
line influence may mean that 2 John has a theologi- 
cal emphasis not found in 3 John. 

More problematic by far is determining the 
genre of 1 John. Evidence has been marshaled both 
for and against its being a genuine letter. The evi- 
dence against is very similar to the evidence often 
suggested for the books of Hebrews and James. As 
Westcott says, “It has no address, no subscription; 
no name is contained in it of person or place: there 
is no direct trace of the author, no indication of 
any special destination.”®* There are also no con- 
cluding remarks or epistolary closing. Neverthe- 
less, as Westcott also points out, there is a personal 
tone to the writing, as the author seems to be re- 
flecting on actual circumstances on the basis of 
personal experience. There are also a number of 
references within the letter to “writing” (1 John 2:1, 
7, 12, 13, 14, 26) and the frequent use of the second 
person plural (e.g, 1:5; 3:1). 

What can be concluded from this evidence? It is 
difficult to know what to think about 1 John. It is 
not entirely certain that it is a letter, or at least a 
genuine letter sent to a real epistolary situation. 
But even if one concludes that it is a letter, what 
kind of a letter is it? The following proposals are 
worth noting (similar proposals would apply to 2 
and 3 John).”4 (1) Some have suggested that it is a 
pastoral letter, written by a leader to his church. 
Several references indicate the pastoral and per- 
sonal involvement of the author with the congre- 
gation. These include addressing the recipients in 
terms of affection, such as “children” (1 John 2:1, 
12, 14, 18, 28; 3:7, 18; 4:4), and other terms of close 
relation, such as “fathers” (2:13, 14). (2) Another 
view is that the letter was some form of sermon or 
informal tract. Striving to teach and instruct his 
congregation, the author addresses in a pastoral 
tone the crisis that has arisen in the church. With 
its use of the second person plural and direct ad- 
dress, 1 John has many of the characteristics of 
popular philosophy, such as the diatribe, known 
also in religious instructional material of the time. 
(3) Others have suggested that the letter was never 
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meant as strictly a personal or pastoral letter but, 
rather, as an encyclical or general letter. Rather 
than respond to a crisis in a single local church, 
the author addresses the letter to a number of 
churches, although these would probably have to 
be seen as “Johannine” churches, that is, churches 
within the scope of the author’s authority or influ- 
ence. This view is consistent with the fact that this 
is the only NT letter to contain no single personal 
name and that it is not addressed to a specific 
church (but cf. Ephesians, which, though it is prob- 
ably not a circular letter, mentions only one per- 
son, Tychicus, in 6:21). There is also no OT quota- 
tion in the book, with a quotation perhaps to be ex- 
pected as providing a common theological basis for 
an encyclical letter. The only OT reference is to 
Cain in 3:12, but it is not certain how this may or 
may not help the view that the letter is circular or 
general. (4) Related to proposal 3 is the idea that 1 
John was a general religious tract. Not written to a 
specific church or situation, it may have been writ- 
ten for the whole of Christianity, as a kind of mani- 
festo of Christian belief regarding what it means to 
be a child of God in a world where God’s love must 
survive amidst false witness. This view, however, 
probably overlooks some of the more specific fea- 
tures of the writing, such as the Johannine lan- 
guage and tradition and the reference to some who 
“went out” (2:19, 22). (5) A fifth proposal is that the 
book served a cultic or liturgical purpose. It may 
have been a baptismal or catechetical document, 
designed to teach recent converts. The moralistic 
and hortatory tone (see, e.g., 1:3, 4; 5:13 with com- 
mands for living the proper Christian life) creates a 
didactic emphasis in the letter. More particularly, 
the reference in 5:8 to the three that bear witness, 
“the Spirit and the water and the blood,” is thought 
by some to reflect the three stages of Christian initi- 
ation, that is, reception of the Holy Spirit, baptism, 
and the Eucharist or first communion, Like all li- 
turgical hypotheses, however, although there are a 
number of factors that perhaps can be interpreted 
in this way, it is difficult to prove that the docu- 
ment was written to conform to such a genre. (6) 
Lastly, some have proposed that there perhaps is 
not a specific genre to which 1 John conforms but 
that it is itself a kind of commentary on the Gospel 
of John. The letter is not addressed to the adversar- 
ies but, rather, to those of the Johannine commu- 


nity, elucidating Johannine ideas that had perhaps 
been disputed or misinterpreted. 

Although it cannot be decided to which genre 1 
John belongs, the most convincing interpretations 
are those that recognize the writing is addressing a 
specific situation. Rather than intending a compo- 
sition for universal Christianity, or even for a num- 
ber of unnamed churches spread over a large area, 
it appears that the author has a particular situa- 
tion in mind, even if it is one that may be relevant 
for more than a single church or a single commu- 
nity of believers. The failure to specify the author 
implies that the churches knew him, and the tone 
of address, including the terms of endearment, con- 
firms a pastoral relationship. 


The Church of St. John near Ephesus, built by 
Justinian I (483-565) in the sixth century. The four 
Byzantine columns in the center, at the nave of the 
church, are believed by many to mark the burial site 
of John the apostle. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


C. Reception, Authorship and Date, 
and Order of Composition 


1. Reception 


Scholars have debated whether instances of 
possible wording from the Johannine writings in a 
number of early writers are citations or merely re- 
flect common theological language.” These pas- 
sages include 1 Clem. 49.5, 50.3 (1 John 4:18); 27.1, 
60.1 (1 John 1:9); Did. 10.5 (1 John 4:18); Barn. 
5.9-11 (1 John 4:2; 2 John 7); Barn. 14.5 (1 John 3:4, 
7, 8); Pol. Phil. 7.1-2 (1 John 4:2; 3:8; 2:18; 2:22; 2 
John 7); 2 Clem. 6.9 (1 John 2:1); Herm. Mand. 3.1 (1 
John 2:27); 12.3.5 (1 John 5:3); Herm. Sim. 9.24.4 (1 
John 4:13); and Diogn. 10.2-3 (1 John 4:9, 19); 11.14 
(1 John 1:1). More certain is direct reference by 
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Irenaeus, Haer. 16.3 (2 John 11), 16.5 (1 John 
2:18-19, 21-22), 16.8 (2 John 7-8; 1 John 4:1-2; 5:1), 
and Eusebius. As mentioned above, Eusebius cites 
Papias as familiar with 1 John (Hist. eccl. 3.39.17) 
and Origen as familiar with 2 and 3 John, although 
he also notes that not all considered them genuine 
(Hist. eccl. 6.25.10). Clement of Alexandria, among 
later writers, offers plentiful evidence for 1 John 
(Misc. 2.15.66 [1 John 5:16-17]; 3.4.32 [1 John 
1:6-7]; 3.5.42, 44; 3.6.45; Salvation 37.6 [1 John 
3:15]; Misc. 4.16.100 [1 John 3:18-19; 4:16, 18]; 
5.1.13 [1 John 4:16]; 4.18.113 [1 John 4:16]; Salvation 
38 [1 John 4:18]). If the early references are cita- 
tions of the Johannine writings, 1 John is far better 
attested than 2 and 3 John; and 2 John was appar- 
ently known earlier than 3 John, which was hardly 
known at all. The early references are most clearly 
to 1 John, but there is very little early evidence that 
is clear about the use of 2 or 3 John, especially the 
latter. The Muratorian Fragment only mentions 
two letters by John (which two is not certain, but 
few scholars believe the fragment refers to 3 John); 
thus, the evidence for all three Johannine writings 
being known is fairly late (third century on), with 2 
and 3 John being disputed even at that time. 


2. Authorship, Date, and Order of 
Composition 


All three of the Johannine writings are formally 
anonymous. Second and 3 John are said to be writ- 
ten by the “elder,” but without any designation of 
who this elder might be. Various views have been 
advocated: that they were written by one author, 
or that 1 John and 2 and 3 John were written by 
two different authors, or that they were written by 
three different authors. There is also the question 
whether the letters, especially 1 John, were written 
by the same author as the Fourth Gospel. The gen- 
eral scholarly opinion is that the three letters were 
written by the same author, although there is dis- 
agreement whether this was the same author as 
that of the Gospel.” Those who argue that the 
books share the same author do not usually believe 
that this was an apostolic author. 


a. 1 John. The traditional view—that 1 John was 
written by the author of the Fourth Gospel, John 
the son of Zebedee, the disciple of Jesus—is based 
on a number of considerations. These include lin- 


guistic similarities: numerous phrases where simi- 
lar, if not identical, wording is used (e.g., 1 John 4:6 
and John 14:17: “the spirit of truth”); grammatical 
and stylistic features, such as failure to use the rel- 
ative pronoun, the use of “that” or an equivalent 
(e.g., 1 John 3:11 and John 15:12), and the use of 
asyndeton; and similarities of vocabulary (includ- 
ing words for “sin” [anaptia, hamartia, etc.], “dark- 
ness” [oxotia, skotia], “dead” [vexpds, nekros], 
“savior” [owtrp, sdtér], “world” [kdop0¢, kosmos], 
and “live” and “life” [C@, 20; Can, 26e]).”” In con- 
junction with similarities in vocabulary are simi- 
larities in motifs, such as the polarities of light and 
dark, life and death, truth and life, love and hate, 
between which there is no middle ground. 8 It has 
also been argued that both 1 John and the Fourth 
Gospel share the “same divine purpose or scheme 
of salvation.””? But this evidence, though consis- 
tently pointing to John as the author, tends, like 
the evidence for the Gospel, to be highly circum- 
stantial—in other words, based upon the issues and 
perspective of certain types of early Christianity. 
Arguments against the Johannine authorship 
of 1 John, that is, against associating the letter with 
the Gospel, tend to rely upon various negative fac- 
tors.!°° (a) First is their formal anonymity. Al- 
though they have anonymity in common, it is 
extremely difficult to establish a line of connection 
between them, since there is no explicit claim to 
authorship in either document. (b) There are also 
numerous differences of style, such as 1 John’s use 
of conditional sentences in ways unparalleled in 
the Gospel (e.g., 1 John 1:6, 8, 9; 2:1, 29; 5:9, 15). (c) 
Another factor is vocabulary. Despite many simi- 
larities, there are also numerous differences; for in- 
stance, the words for “glory” and “glorify” (8d6&a, 
doxa; 50&4Cw, doxazo), “grace” (xapts, charis), “full- 
ness” (TAN|pwpa, pléroma), “heaven” (ovpavds, 
ouranos), and “save” and “salvation” (ow, s6z0; 
owtnpta, sdtéria) are missing from 1 John. (d) The 
theological perspective is different in the two books. 
For example, 1 John looks to the near return of 
Christ (1 John 2:25, 28), whereas the Gospel has a 
realized eschatology. First John views the death of 
Christ as propitiatory (1 John 2:2; 4:10), whereas 
the Gospel sees his death as an exaltation and glo- 
rification. The concept of the Spirit in 1 John (e.g., 1 
John 3:24; 4:6, 13; 5:6-8) is not as developed as in 
the Gospel, especially in John 14—16.!°! (e) If the 
Fourth Gospel was a community product (as many 
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recent scholars believe) and if 1 John was related to 
a community within which there may have been a 
Johannine school (as some scholars believe on the 
basis of the use of “we” in the letters: 1 John 1:5; 
3:11), it would be exceptionally difficult to speak 
of a common author for the two works, or even of 
the concept of authorship in traditional terms. In 
this scenario, a later Johannine community, per- 
haps associated with Ephesus (see Eusebius, Hist. 
eccl, 3.31.3; 5.24.2; Irenaeus, Haer. 3.1.1), was re- 
sponsible for continuing and developing the tradi- 
tion of John. Whereas the Gospel might well be 
based upon some actual or early reminiscences of 
the apostle, an epistolary tradition, influenced by 
the Pauline missionary strategy, perhaps grew up 
around Ephesus. This would have entailed wide- 
spread letter writing (making plausible a composi- 
tion date around A.D. 100, which could apply even 
if apostolic authorship for both writings is main- 
tained). This speculation is plausible because the 
territories of Pauline and Johannine Christian 
groups could have overlapped and the Pauline 
epistolary strategy probably influenced other Chris- 
tian movements. 


b. 2 and 3 John. Like 1 John, 2 and 3 John are 
formally anonymous, in that there is no explicit 
claim to named authorship. The author calls him- 
self the “elder,” and this has elicited a number of 
interpretations.!°? One is that it is an explicit claim 
to authorship, most probably of John the disciple, 
as John was an “elder statesman of the church, 
that is, an apostle” (cf. 1 Pet 5:1). Another is that 
the elder is one who had a position of formal au- 
thority in a local congregation. A third theory is 
that the elder was a disciple of the original apostles, 
such as the John the Elder, or Presbyter, mentioned 
by Eusebius (Hist. eccl, 3.39.3-4), quoting Papias: 


I shall not hesitate to append to the interpretations 
all that I ever learnt well from the presbyters and re- 
member well, for of their truth I am confident. For 
unlike most I did not rejoice in them who say much, 
but in them who teach the truth, nor in them who 
recount the commandments of others, but in them 
who repeated those given to the faith by the Lord 
and derived from truth itself but if ever anyone came 
who had followed the presbyters, [ inquired into the 
words of the presbyters, what Andrew or Peter or 
Philip or Thomas or James or John or Matthew, or 
any other of the Lord’s disciples, had said, and what 
Aristion and the presbyter John, the Lord’s disciples 
were saying (Lake, LCL). 


Eusebius (ibid., 3.39.5) offers an interpretation 
of this passage from Papias: 


It is here worth noting that he twice counts the 
name of John, and reckons the first John with Peter 
and James and Matthew and the other Apostles, 
clearly meaning the evangelist, but by changing his 
statement places the second with the others outside 
the number of the Apostles, putting Aristion before 
him and clearly calling him a presbyter. This con- 
firms the truth of the story of those who have said 
that there were two of the same name in Asia, and 
that there are two tombs at Ephesus both still called 
John’s. This calls for attention: for it is probable that 
the second (unless anyone prefer the former) saw the 
revelation which passes under the name of John 
(LCL). 


Many think that Eusebius misinterpreted Papias 
and that the two Johns are the same, designated 
differently because John perhaps outlived the other 
apostles into the next era. 

These may be tempting propositions, but 
none of them can be definitively proved, since the 
ascription in the Johannine Letters is only to the 
“elder,” leaving the identification uncertain and 
the work formally anonymous. As noted above, 
the traditional view that the author of 2 and 3 
John is John the disciple or apostle, the author of 
1 John and the Gospel, is not directly supported 
by the text. There is certainly some linkage of 2 
and 3 John to 1 John in vocabulary and themes, 
such as the attestation that Jesus Christ came in 
the flesh (2 John 7 and 1 John 4:2) and concern 
for the deceiver or antichrist (2 John 7 and 1 John 
2:23). These parallels may well show that the 
books issued from a similar context, but they 
cannot establish authorship. 


c. Order of Composition. Earlier in this century 
there were a number of proposals regarding sources 
of the Johannine Letters, but these have found 
little to commend them and are not often 
maintained.!©* More important for discussion is 
whether the letters were composed in their ca- 
nonical order. All possible combinations have 
been proposed at one time or another. Some 
alter the canonical order because they consider 2 
and 3 John suitable introductions to 1 John. In 2 
John 9-11, it has been argued, the false teachers 
have not yet arrived, while in 1 John they clearly 
have, and the letter is a response to them (1 John 
2:18, 22) and notes that they have gone out (1 
John 2:19; 4:1-3). Brown raises the possibility 
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that the statements in 2 John 10-11, about ex- 
cluding false teachers, may have led to their for- 
mal secession mentioned in 1 John 2:19. In 
spite of these arguments, the evidence is insuffi- 
cient to establish the order of composition. 


D. Situation and Content 


The major themes of all three letters seem to 
reflect late-first-century and possibly second-cen- 
tury disputes in the church. Whereas later 
christological disputes in the third and fourth 
centuries focused upon the divine character of 
Jesus Christ, it appears that 1 John confronts dis- 
pute over the genuine humanity of Jesus.1°° This 
would be consistent with the rise of Gnosticism, 
or at least some form of teaching that differenti- 
ated between an immaterial, divine Christ-spirit 
and the physical, human Jesus. The divine spirit 
was seen to be good, while physical being was 
linked to inherently evil matter. It is possible that 
these letters were written in response to teaching 
that maintained that the Christ-spirit came upon 
the human Jesus, possibly at baptism, and left 
him at the crucifixion, the problem of Docetism. 
In response to this, the Johannine Letters assert 
the physical, fleshly reality of Jesus (1 John 1:1-3; 
4:2-3; 5:6; 2 John 7). In conjunction with the 
false teaching may have been the thought that 
followers of Christ could attain earthly sinlessness 
(e.g., 1 John 3:4, 6, 8, 9; 5:18). The author appears 
concerned to tread a very fine line between rec- 
ognizing the unavoidability of sin and not en- 
dorsing it. Although there are very serious state- 
ments in 1 John about the need to avoid sin, the 
author also points out that sin will occur but 
there is a provision for it in Christ (e.g., 1:8-10; 
24,1" The emphasis upon persecution, espe- 
cially as it is related to eschatology, is also con- 
sistent with other writing in the late first century 
and with the atmosphere of Revelation (see sec. 
6, below). That the church was suffering persecu- 
tion is seen in the emphasis upon the many 
antichrists who are already in the world (1 John 
2:18—28; 2 John 7), in anticipation of the anti- 
christ (1 John 2:18). This sense of living in the 
final hours before the apocalyptic intervention is 
consistent with Revelation and relates the issue 
of authorship and date to both Revelation and 
the Gospel of John, with its realized eschatology. 


E. Outlines of 1, 2, and 3 John 


1. 1John 


A. Prologue on the word of Life (1:1-4) 

B. Walking in the light (1:5-2:2) 

C. Keeping God’s commandments (2:3-17) 
D. Warning against antichrists (2:18—27) 
E. Being children of God (2:28-4:21) 

F. Belief regarding Jesus (5:1—-12) 

G. Christian behavior (5:13—21) 


2. 2 John 


A. Opening (1-3) 
1. Sender (la) 
2. Addressee (1b-2) 
3. Greeting (3) 
B. Thanksgiving (4) 
C. Body: Christ’s command to love (5~11) 
1. The commandment of love (5-6) 
2. This teaching as the test of faith (7-11) 
D. Closing (12-13) 
1, Writing (12) 
2. A hope to visit (12) 
3. Greetings (13) 


3. 3 John 


A. Opening (1) 
1. Sender (la) 
2. Addressee (1b) 
B. Health wish (2-4) 
C. Body: Praise and blame (5-12) 
1. Praise of Gaius (5-8) 
2. Blame of Diotrephes (9-10) 
3. Praise of Demetrius (11-12) 
D. Closing (13-15) 
1. Writing (13) 
2. A hope to visit (14) 
3. Peace benediction (15) 


6. REVELATION 
A. Introduction 


In a title probably affixed to the book in the second 
century, what we now call the book of Revelation 
or the Apocalypse is given the title “Apocalypse of 
John” (droxdAvisis Iadvvov, apokalypsis Ioannou).18 
The book itself, however, does not refer to itself as 
an apocalypse of John but, in 1:1, as an apocalypse 
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of Jesus Christ (4moxddAvuts "Inood Xptotod, 
apokalypsis I@sou Christou). And although the book 
is often referred to as an apocalypse, this is in 
fact the only time that the word “apocalypse” 
(arokddvubes, apokalypsis) appears in the entire 
book. The noun is also rare in literary Greek. Else- 
where in the NT, it means “revelation,” sometimes 
of God (Rom 2:5) or of Christ (1 Cor 1:7), made to 
the church (Rom 16:25) and through the Spirit 
(Eph 1:17). In other words, it is not used in a tech- 
nical sense, and certainly not of a kind of literature. 
In Rev 1:1, is the phrase “of Jesus Christ” a subjec- 
tive or an objective genitive? In other words, is it a 
revelation that Jesus Christ gave or that had its ori- 
gins in Jesus Christ (subjective genitive), or is it a 
revelation about Jesus Christ (objective genitive)? 
Revelation 1:11 and the letters that follow in chs. 
2-3 from the Son of Man may indicate a subjective 
genitive, since the Son of Man gives these revela- 
tions. Furthermore, the wording, “which God gave 
to him [i.e., Jesus Christ],” in 1:1 also indicates that 
the construction is a subjective genitive. Thus, with 
the emphasis upon transmission by God and Jesus 
Christ, the opening words of the book are best seen 
as a description of the contents of the work, not a 
title of it per se. This is consistent with usage else- 
where in the NT. 


B. Literary Genre 


For the book of Revelation, three kinds of 
genre merit discussion: apocalypse, prophecy, and 
letter. Previous interpreters have tried to narrow 
the definition to one form, but recent interpreters 
argue that Revelation is a combination of the three 
and cannot be placed exclusively in any one cate- 
gory.109 


1. Apocalypse 


Since the revival of interest in apocalyptic liter- 
ature in the 1940s, and especially in the 1970s, 
much attention has been given to defining what is 
meant by “apocalypse” and “apocalyptic,” espe- 
cially as a distinctively Jewish type of literature and 
perspective. Many previous definitions relied upon 
providing a list of significant literary and theologi- 
cal features and included a discussion of visionary 
accounts, symbolism and its interpretation, and es- 


chatology.!1° There was a tendency not to distin- 


guish between apocalypse as a literary genre, apoca- 
lyptic eschatology as a worldview, and apocalypticism 
as a social and religious movement.!! Now a ma- 
trix view that takes these various features into ac- 
count has been developed. The matrix approach to 
the discussion of apocalyptic literature differenti- 
ates three categories of data: literary features (genre), 
theology (content), and social setting (function). 
Apocalyptic literature, or the apocalypse as a liter- 
ary genre, can be described as an autobiographical 
prose narrative of the author’s visionary revelatory 
experiences. It is concerned to reveal transcendent 
and often eschatological perspectives, such as an 
opening of heaven to reveal the throne of God. The 
literature often concerns an oppressed people de- 
spairing of any kind of internal redemption of soci- 
ety but relying upon the intervention of God into 
the historical-sociological dimension of their situa- 
tion. The apocalypse is also designed to legitimate 
such a socially transforming perspective through 
its presentation of otherworldly experience.!? Thus, 
there is an appreciation of the literary character of 
the literature as revelatory, esoteric, dualistic, often 
pseudonymous, historically based, and exhortative, 
in addition to its eschatological theological dimen- 
sion. Apocalyptic eschatology is concerned with 
the consummation of God’s purposes and focuses 
upon such motifs as the belief in two ages, a sense 
of imminent expectation of the end, and a final cos- 
mic catastrophe. Current scholarship places all this 
within a sociohistorical setting, for apocalyptic es- 
chatology arose out of the tradition of prophetic es- 
chatology, set in various oppressive political scenar- 
ios (e.g., under Antiochus IV Epiphanes in 165 B.C. 
or the Romans of the first century A.D. and follow- 
ing): the literature was written with particular cri- 
ses in mind. The matrix approach has added a 
necessary flexibility to defining the boundaries of 
apocalyptic and provided a means for comparing 
within these broad categories of literary features, 
theology, and social setting. 

The book of Revelation evidences features of 
apocalyptic literature in at least three major ways.'3 
(1) The book is concerned to convey the disclo- 
sure of a transcendent perspective. (2) It has a pro- 
phetic dimension, in that it is concerned with a 
genuine historical situation, in this case appar- 
ently the oppression of Christians in Roman Asia 
Minor near the end of the first century. (3) It is 
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concerned with the same kind of question as Jew- 
ish apocalyptic: Who, in light of oppressive circum- 
stances, is in control of the world? Is it God, or is it 
the forces of evil? 

In spite of these similarities, Revelation has a 
number of features that are not automatically part 
of the genre of the apocalypse.!!4 First is the huge 
amount of visual imagery, as distinct from other 
forms of revelation, such as conversations (cf. 2 
Esdras 3-10; 2 Bar. 10-30). Instead of angels inter- 
preting the visions, as they often do in other apoca- 
lypses, Revelation conveys them without inter- 
pretation. While other apocalypses often have 
many shorter visions, Revelation is in some ways 
one extended vision. Whereas most Jewish apoca- 
lypses are pseudepigraphal (e.g., 1 Enoch), Revela- 
tion is not. Revelation includes the commissioning 
of a prophet (Rev 1:17—19; 10:8-11:2) as well as pro- 
phetic oracles (1:7, 8; 13:9-10; 14:12-13; 16:15; 
19:9-10; 21:5-8) and oaths (10:5-7). Revelation also 
includes much liturgical language, including hymns 
(4:11; 5:9-14; 7:10-12, 15-17; 11:15-18; 12:10-12; 
15:3-4; 16:5-7; 19:1-8) and a dirge (18:2-24). There 
are also lists of virtues and vices (9:20—21; 14:4—5; 
21:8, 27; 22:14-15). The messages to the seven 
churches, together with the opening and closing, 
give the book the appearance of a personal mes- 
sage to local churches in Asia Minor, not of some 
grand-scale apocalypse. The book is less a reflec- 
tion of a philosophy of history than an assertion of 
God’s present reality. Instead of being strictly Jew- 
ish, the book of Revelation is, above all, a Christian 
book. Even though there are clearly close affinities 
between apocalypse and Revelation, most inter- 
preters do not think that the appeal to other apoca- 
lyptic literature satisfactorily explains all of the 
material in Revelation. 


2. Prophecy 


The second category is prophecy. The author 
was apparently known as a prophet, as witnessed 
by his addressing the situation in a number of 
churches in his area and by his reference to the 
content of the book as prophetic (1:3; 22:6). In early 
Christian prophecy, prophets seem to have deliv- 
ered their words from God before their congrega- 
tions (see 1 Cor 12). The book of Revelation may 
well be prophecy, although the complexity of the 
imagery and the developed literary form would in- 
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dicate that this prophecy goes well beyond what 
would normally have been delivered in person. Its 
type of prophecy is more than simply the convey- 
ance of an oracle; it presents a complex set of im- 
ages that contain oracles and much more. The OT 
is not cited explicity in Revelation, but the author 
is thoroughly immersed in biblical imagery (e.g., 
Dan 9-10) and apparently saw himself as in some 
way carrying forward the OT prophetic tradition. 
He even portrays himself as having a prophetic 
commissioning (Rev 10:8-11) similar to that of the 
OT prophets (Ezek 2:9-3:3). He also, as Bauckham 
points out, may see himself as at the climax of the 
OT prophetic tradition, as evidenced by the use of 
the OT passages against Babylon in his denuncia- 
tions in Rev 18:1-19:8.1% 


3. Letter 


The letters to the seven churches in Asia have 
figured heavily in discussion of Revelation. Whereas 
a number of interpreters cite the letters as simply 
contained within the larger book, in more recent 
thought it has been argued that the book of Revela- 
tion itself is a form of circular letter addressed to the 
churches in Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, 
Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea. It is possible 
that there is numerical significance to the selection 
of these seven churches, but on the basis of his 
study of the development of early Christianity in 
Asia, Ramsay argues that the churches were men- 
tioned in the order in which the letter bearer would 
have visited them. They were the major Christian 
churches in the region and were arranged along 
trade routes that would have been conducive to 
visiting them in the order given.|/6 Even though 
the book begins with a prologue (1:1-3) that de- 
scribes its content, it follows with an epistolary 
opening (1:4), in which John specifically addresses 
the seven churches and then offers a salutation. 
The epistolary opening follows the Hellenistic letter 
convention (“John to the seven churches”) with a 
verbless salutation (“Grace to you and peace”) that 
is Pauline in form, not found otherwise outside 
Paul’s letters in the earliest Christian writings (1 
Pet 1:2 includes a verb). There is also a short epis- 
tolary closing (22:18~21). As Bauckham points out, 
however, our limited knowledge of circular letters 
in the ancient world indicates that such letters 
were general in orientation (e.g., 2 Peter), but this 
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letter has particular information for each of these 
churches, besides the vast bulk of material for all of 
the churches in general.!” 


C. Date 


There have been at least six proposals for the 
date of authorship of Revelation.!!* These are based 
upon the correlation of the known persecutions of 
the church by the Roman government with the 
kinds of events depicted in the book. Trying to es- 
tablish these correlations is very complex because 
of the highly symbolic character of Revelation, 
which engages in all sorts of symbolism, numerol- 
ogy, and figurative language (some of it will be dis- 
cussed below). The purpose of this symbolism ap- 
pears to have been to provide a means of indirectly 
representing the situation in which the author and 
his church found themselves, in order to avoid fur- 
ther persecution. Any scheme that attempts to 
make clear correlations of these symbols with fu- 
ture events has a very difficult task on its hands 
and runs the risk of misinterpreting, if not com- 
pletely distorting, the purpose and function of 
apocalyptic imagery. These symbols must be seen 
as highly context-specific to the social situation of 
the recipients of an apocalypse. The six proposals 
for dating Revelation follow, ordered according to 
their likelihood. 


1, Domitian (A.D. 81-96) 


The most likely date of composition of Revela- 
tion—and the traditional view (see Irenaeus, Haer. 
5.30.3; cf. Victorinus, Apoc. 10.11; Eusebius, Hist. 
eccl. 3.18; Clement of Alexandria, Salvation 42; 
Origen, Comm. Matt. 16.6)—is during but probably 
late in the reign of the emperor Domitian. There 
are several strands of evidence to consider. (a) Al- 
though Domitian’s reputation for cruelty may have 
been exaggerated by later Christian writers, it is 
true that Domitian strengthened the emperor cult. 
Although the origins of the emperor cult were 
much earlier, it grew in intensity during the first 
century and was an established part of Greco- 
Roman life by the second century A.D. Thus, it is 
possible that Revelation reflects a conflict between 
the worship of the emperor and the worship of 
Christ, in which Christians resisted worship of the 


emperor and were persecuted for it. The book says 
that the beast demands universal worship (13:4, 
15-16; 14:9-11; 15:2; 16:2; 19:20; 20:4), and Domitian 
appears to have been the first emperor to demand 
acclaim as a god. He issued a decree in the form of 
a circular letter that began, “Our lord and god or- 
ders...” (Suetonius, Dom. 13), (b) Revelation de- 
picts a situation of possible persecution: it appears 
to have been written in exile (Rev 1:9); Christians 
in Smyrna are warned of imprisonment (2:10); 
Christians have been killed at Pergamum (2:13); 
and there is mention of an hour of trial (3:10), mar- 
tyrdom (6:9), and the harlot who is drunk with the 
blood of the saints (17:6; 18:24; 19:2), probably re- 
ferring to Rome. Later Christian tradition describes 
Domitian as a persecutor of Christians, but the evi- 
dence from contemporary sources is lacking for 
widespread persecution, especially anything sys- 
tematic. But Domitian apparently did kill one of his 
relatives and banish his wife, Domitilla, for sacri- 
lege (Dio Cassius, Rom. 67.14), 129 and Clement re- 
fers to repeated troubles (1 Clem. 1.1). Although Rev 
6:6 may allude to Domitian’s order to destroy vine- 
yards in the provinces in order to preserve the 
vineyards in Italy,!7! there is no substantial evi- 
dence of any persecution of Christians outside 
Rome. (c) Revelation may reflect knowledge of the 
Nero myth (Rev 13, 17; cf. Tacitus, Hist. 2.8-9; 
Suetonius, Nero 57). It appears that two forms of 
this myth were promulgated after A.D. 80. The ear- 
lier form claimed that Nero was not really dead (he 
committed suicide in A.D. 68) but had escaped to 
the east. The later, more developed, form claimed 
that he would return with Rome’s enemies, the 
Parthians, against Rome itself. The reference in 
Rev 13:3 to the beast with the wound that heals 
might well allude to Nero’s alleged recuperation 
from his fatal injury; the story has been changed 
from his physical return to his identification with 
the beast from the abyss (Rev 17:8). There is the 
distinct possibility, however, that, by this time or 
later, the Nero myth had become a joke, not taken 
seriously by the vast majority of people (Tacitus, 
Hist. 1.1). (d) The references to the seven churches 
can be seen to support this date, for the mentioned 
deterioration of the churches at Ephesus, Sardis, 
and Laodicea is consistent with what is generally 
thought to have happened to these churches in 
Asia Minor. Since the church at Smyrna appar- 
ently did not come into existence until A.D. 60-64 
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This elaborate third-century gymnasium beside a large synagogue was operated by the Jewish 
community in Sardis (Sart, Turkey). See Rev 3:1-6. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


(according to a passage in Pol. Phil. 11.3), some 
would see this as the earliest date for composition; 
the Nicolaitans, active at Ephesus (Rev 2:6) and 
Pergamum (2:15), were by then a well-established 
sect. 


2, Nero (A.D. 54-68) 


Some argue that Revelation was written during 
the reign of the emperor Nero. There are several 
lines of evidence to consider here. (a) The first is the 
reference in Rev 17:9, 10 to seven hills—and thus the 
seven hills of Rome—and to seven kings, five of 
whom have already fallen and one who is yet to 
come, thus leaving the sixth the currently reigning 
king. The interpretation is that Nero was the sixth 
Roman emperor and that this is a cryptic way of 
mentioning him. In calculating the emperors, how- 
ever, if one begins with Julius Caesar, it is diffi- 
cult to see how Nero could be the sixth, because of 
the second triumvirate and the gap of seventeen 
years between Caesar’s death (44 B.C.) and Augus- 


tus’s accession (27 B.C.). If one begins with Augustus 
(see Tacitus, Ann. 1.1; Hist. 1.1), then Nero was the 
fifth, so Rev 17:10 would apply only to Nero’s death 
and the beginning of the short-lived reign of the 
insignificant Galba (A.D. 68). (b) It is sometimes pro- 
posed that the reference in Rev 13:18 to the number 
of the beast as 666 is a reference to Nero (there is a 
textual variant with 616, which throws off the nu- 
merical symmetry). The history of attempts to solve 
this difficulty is long and tedious. There are so 
many difficulties with most numerological propos- 
als, especially those dealing with Hebrew, that the 
effort seems next to worthless. (c) There is clear evi- 
dence that Nero was involved in the persecution of 
Christians,’ even if it was only on a local level. It is 
not inconceivable that the author received infor- 
mation of such a persecution and, because it was 
occurring in the center of the empire, foreboded 
doom. (d) The last evidence is what may be a refer- 
ence to pre-siege conditions in Jerusalem. It is 
thought that Rev 11:1-2 implies that the Jerusalem 
temple was still standing. But since other writers 
refer to the temple similarly (see sec. 2.C, above) 
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Remains of the Trajan temple at Pergamum (see Rev 2:12-17). Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


even though it was clearly not standing at the time 
of their writing (and the author of Revelation may 
well have been using previously written sources at 
this point), it is difficult to use this reference as sup- 
port for this position. In any event, the persecution 
of Nero was local to Rome, but the situation of Rev- 
elation is Asia Minor, making correlation of the 
writing of Revelation with Nero’s persecution 
difficult. 


3. Trajan (A.D. 98-117) 


A number of scholars believe that the situation 
reflected in Revelation occurred during the reign of 
Trajan. There are two reasons for this. (a) There is 
clear evidence of persecution of Christians in Asia 
Minor during his reign, as documented in the cor- 
respondence between him and Pliny (e.g., Pliny, 
Ep. 10.96-97, ca. A.D. 112). (b) This evidence also 
shows enforcement of the emperor cult, since 
Pliny’s vexation over the spread of Christianity and 
other cults that may jeopardize the worship of the 
emperor causes him to write for advice from the 
emperor. As Court points out, since Trajan does 


not appeal to precedent in his response, this may 
be the first sustained attempt to deal with the prob- 
lem of Christianity and other cults by enforcement 
of the emperor cult.!?4 


4, Vespasian (A.D. 69-79) 


A few scholars have argued that Revelation was 
written during the reign of the emperor Vespasian. 
If one begins with Augustus as the first emperor 
but skips the three short-lived emperors (Galba, 
Otho, and Vitellius), then Vespasian is the sixth 
(see Rev 17:9-10). This reconstruction is unlikely, 
however, since Vespasian did not take the idea of his 
divinity very seriously (see Suetonius, Vespasianus), 
and there is no known persecution of the church 
during his reign (cf. Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.17). In fact, 
his reign as emperor was a period of relative calm. 


5. Four Emperors (A.D. 68-69) 


Related to the fourth suggestion above is the 
recent idea of Moberly that the crisis of three em- 
perors in one year (Galba, Otho, and Vitellius) 
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A snake-figured column at the Asklepion of 
Pergamum. The snakes were a symbol of healing. 
Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


and the imminent conflict between Vitellius and 
Vespasian, each of whom was backed by a number 
of Roman legions, gave rise to Revelation.!* There 
are two arguments in favor of this position. (a) The 
sense of crisis and impending disaster in Revelation 
was well reflected in the atmosphere of contempo- 
rary Rome, which was experiencing unprecedented 
internal strife and turmoil. Vitellius could be counted 
as the sixth emperor (Rev 17:10) if one counted 
those who had been murdered or committed sui- 
cide; in recent times the pace of their extermination 
had quickened, with Nero quickly followed by 
Galba and Otho. (b) There is the chance that Nero’s 
recent suicide and the fact that one of Nero’s suc- 
cessors, Otho, allowed himself to be proclaimed 
“Nero” prompted the Nero myth to come into play. 
As the situation deteriorated and war between 
Vitellius and Vespasian became imminent, perhaps 
it provoked the thought that Nero would return, or 
had returned in the form of one of these emperors. 


A colonnade at the entrance to the Asklepion in 
Pergamum. Photo Lee M. McDonald. 


6. Titus (A.D. 79-81) 


The reign of Titus also has been posited as the 
time of Revelation’s composition for two reasons, 
(a) It was Titus who oversaw the destruction and 
burning of the temple in Jerusalem, while he was 
in command of the Roman troops in Judea (A.D. 
70). This would have served as an indication of his 
religious intolerance and ruthlessness. (b) Titus’s 
destruction of the temple has led some to suggest 
that he may have been the sixth emperor described 
in Rev 17:10, with Nero the first. Such speculation 
seems designed to avoid Titus’s successor, Domitian, 
because there was no systematic or widespread 
persecution during Domitian’s reign. This sugges- 
tion is unfounded, however, since, because of his 
short reign, Titus did not formally designate a suc- 
cessor; thus, seeing a line of connection between 
them is unwarranted. Titus’s reign was character- 
ized by generosity and beneficence, with little in 
the way of executions or other forms of oppression. 

In conclusion, the traditional date of Domitian still 
seems to be the best founded, although the argument 
for a period under Nero or his immediate successors 
also has substantial merit. The nature of the evidence, 
including the references within Revelation itself, 
makes it difficult to be more precise or certain. 


D. Authorship 


Although the author of Revelation is explicitly 
stated to be “John” four times (1:1, 4, 9; 22:8), it is 
unclear who this John was, since many people in 
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the early church were named John. The traditional 
view is that it was John the son of Zebedee, but this 
position apparently was first mentioned only in the 
second century by Justin Martyr (Dial. 81) and 
Irenaeus (Haer, 3.11.1; 4.20.11; 4.35.2), although 
from this time on the work was seen by many as 
apostolic. The book may well have finally been ac- 
cepted into the biblical canon because it was be- 
lieved that John the apostle wrote it. 

There are many good arguments, however, 
against common authorship with the author of the 
Fourth Gospel (whether or not this was John the 
apostle): his advanced age if this work was written 
late in the reign of the emperor Domitian (see 
above); its language, which is very different from 
that of the Gospel or of any other Johannine writ- 
ing; its apocalyptic eschatology, which is opposed 
by the realized eschatology of John’s Gospel; and 
various theological peculiarities, including the in- 
terest only in Jesus’ death as the Lamb, not the 
events of his life.!2° As recorded in Eusebius (Hist. 
eccl. 7.25.7-27), someone as early as Dionysius, the 
third-century bishop of Alexandria, argues against 
John the apostle as the author on the basis of its 
language and style being different from those of the 
Gospel, the lack of a claim to apostolic authorship 
in the book, and the construction and structure of 
the book in comparison with the Gospel. The wide- 
spread view of contemporary critical scholarship is 
that Revelation is not by John the apostle or the 
author of the Fourth Gospel. 

The author appears to have been a Jewish- 
Christian prophet named John, but not an apostle, 
since the apostles are referred to in 18:20 and 21:14 
as other than the author. The work was written, 
according to Rev 1:9, from the island of Patmos— 
off the coast of Asia Minor opposite Miletus—to 
seven known churches in Asia Minor. 

Because of the inconclusive evidence on au- 
thorship, some have suggested that Revelation is 
pseudonymous. The reasons proposed for the book’s 
use of pseudonymous authorship are varied and 
merit mention. For example, some believe that a 
pseudonym was used to protect the real author 
from detection and possible retaliation. Others 
have argued that it was a traditional, artificial, and 
conventional device copied from Daniel (assuming 
that Daniel is pseudonymous) or that it was a way 
to establish authority for the work during a period 
when prophecy was thought to have declined or 


ceased. Some have posited that it involved a psy- 
chological or mythical identification of the actual 
author with the author who purportedly wrote the 
work, that an attempt was made to attribute or 
project the writer’s experience onto an ancient hero, 
or that it was an attempt to enhance the prestige 
and authority of the work. Since the time of 
Charles, however, pseudonymous authorship has 
not been widely accepted.!”” There are two major 
reasons for this. (1) The invocation of pseudony- 
mous authorship is misleading here, since the work 
is attributed to a person who already appears to 
have been known by his church. If there had been 
an effort to identify the author with some other fig- 
ure, this identification could have been made much 
more clearly. One must not necessarily correlate 
the authorship of Revelation with the later tradi- 
tional attribution of the Fourth Gospel, which is an 
anonymous work. (2) It is not clear that the use of 
an unspecified John would have enhanced the 
book’s chances of acceptance by the church (even 
though the church later linked the book with the 
apostle), and there is certainly no clear indication 
that the book is being identified with some well- 
known hero of the church. Revelation, therefore, 
does not provide useful information in arguing for 
the presence of pseudonymity in the NT, despite 
what second- or third-century readers may have 
thought concerning its relationship to the Gospel. 

If it is not clear that Revelation was written by 
John the apostle or that it is pseudonymous, one is 
left with a range of speculation regarding author- 
ship. Some of those proposed are John the Elder 
(Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.39.4—5), a hypothetical John 
the prophet, John Mark (ibid., 7.25.15), and even 
John the Baptist./78 The best explanation may 
simply be that we do not know who John the au- 
thor of Revelation is. 


E. Problems of Interpretation 


Interpretation of the book of Revelation has 
been bedeviled by numerous problems, not all of 
them recent. Some of the problems are related to 
the apparent foreignness of the language used. But 
to some extent, this is a difficulty created by an un- 
familiarity with types of extrabiblical literature that 
may be reflected in the book of Revelation, especially 
Jewish apocalyptic features. A number of the attempts 
to come to terms with the book merit mention.'”? 


Chapter 11 / 


1. Chiliastic or Futurist Theory 


A common and recurring interpretative frame- 
work for Revelation from its earliest interpreters 
(e.g., Justin Martyr, Dial. 81; Tertullian, Ag. Marc. 
3.24; Irenaeus, Haer. 4-5) to the present has been 
the chiliastic or futurist interpretation. This may 
well have been one of the earliest forms of inter- 
pretation, seen in the belief in the literal and im- 
minent return and reign of Christ,!?° and it is still 
found today in a number of literalistic interpret- 
ers of Revelation. Adherents of this position often 
argue that Rev 4:1-22:5 recounts a set of events 
that are to happen just before the cataclysmic 
end of the age, although some claim that these 
chapters recount all of human history leading up 
to the end of the age. One literalistic conception, 
that of the millennium (Rev 20:1-6), is often as- 
sociated with a literal kingdom on earth of 1,000 
years)?! and equates the beast of Rev 13 and 17 
with a world ruler. This kind of literalistic read- 
ing has sometimes been applied to the rest of the 
book as well, with some interpreters going so far 
as to claim that the section on the seven churches 
in chs. 2-3 summarizes the so-called church age. 
The major problem with this position is that the 
two short chapters devoted to the church neglect 
the vast bulk of church history and certainly 
have very little to offer in the way of instruction. 
There is the further problem of knowing how the 
symbolism and imagery are to be interpreted, 
since many generations have seen themselves as 
living in the period just before the end. 


2. Recapitulation Theory 


Victorinus, the third-century writer, whose 
commentary on Revelation is the oldest surviv- 
ing, saw the book as a recapitulative description 
of contemporary events in the world. Thus, rather 
than taking a sequential view of events, such 
that there was a progression from one set of 
events to another, this view held that the seven 
seals (6:1-8:1), the seven trumpets (8:2~-11:19), 
and the seven bowls (15:1-16:21)—the major bulk 
of the descriptive portion of the book—all reca- 
pitulated the same set of events, although in dif- 
ferent images. In some ways, this view has been 
revived in recent work.!? 
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3. Historical View 


With roots much earlier, this position was 
prominent especially during medieval times and 
has noticeable overlap with the chiliastic view 
mentioned above. According to the historical view, 
the apocalyptic imagery of the book is directly ap- 
plied to contemporary events of the interpreters’ 
time, such that they are convinced they are living 
in the final events of Rev 17-18, with the coming of 
wrath and judgment and the fall of Babylon. Forms 
of this view continue to be attractive to some popu- 
lar theologians, in spite of continual and repeated 
disappointment. For example, it was thought by 
some in the eleventh century, calculating 1,000 
years from the beginning of the church, that the 
end had come; despite this serious disappointment, 
some still read their newspapers with Revelation in 
mind. Joachim of Fiore (ca. 1132-1202) offered a de- 
tailed analysis of Revelation, dividing it into seven 
periods of church history, a period of rest, and then 
the final consummation. He equated his time with 
that of the conflict between the church and the de- 
generate Holy Roman Empire. Among some con- 
servative or fundamentalistic Protestants there has 
often been an equation of the antichrist with the 
pope or some ecumenical movement that is seen to 
be debasing the integrity of the church (such as the 
World Council of Churches). These kinds of facile 
equations show how subjective such interpretation 
is and how only a very small portion of the book is 
seen by such interpreters to be relevant. 


4. Eschatological View 


Similar to the chiliastic theory, the eschatologi- 
cal view arose in the sixteenth century as a reac- 
tion to historical applications of the book (see no. 3, 
above). Protestants in particular had applied Reve- 
lation to the papacy and the Catholic Church, and 
Catholics, in reaction, saw the book as concerned 
with the end of the world and the signs heralding 
it, the last stages of history. In this interpretation, 
chs. 4-21 are all eschatological, and historical in- 
terpretation is not appropriate, apart possibly from 
some of the earlier images applying to the early 
church. The book becomes essentially a timeless 
document that cannot be applied directly to any 
contemporary situation. This position, which has 
been argued by contemporary biblical scholars, 
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tends towards an idealist interpretation (see no. 8, 
below), in which the book describes an ultimate 
conflict between good and evil. Many would re- 
spond that this interpretation tends to neglect the 
book’s historical context and original historical rel- 
evance, which demands a historical fulfillment. 


5. Contemporary-Historical or Preterist View 


Another reaction in the sixteenth and seven- 
teenth centuries to the historical interpretation (see 
nos. 3 and 4, above) was the contemporary-historical 
view. The emphasis was on understanding Revela- 
tion solely in terms of recent events contemporary 
with the situation of the author. This was very 
much a rationalist interpretation of the book and 
tended toward an antisupernatural and antiprophetic 
bias. Thus, for example, in one interpretation, Rev 
6:6 was seen to be reflecting the famine prices of 
A.D. 68 when the grain crop failed; 8:7 with the 
storms of A.D. 67, 68, and 69; 8:8 and 9:2 with the 
famous eruption of the volcano Vesuvius; 8:10 with 
the falling of a meteorite; 8:12 with the eclipse or 
storm of January 10, A.D. 69; and the ch. 11 witnesses 
with two members of the church. Ramsay held to 
this position, confirmed in his mind after his exten- 
sive firsthand research and travels in Asia Minor.!? 


6. Source Criticism 


Source criticism, less concerned with inter- 
preting Revelation as a whole than with tracing the 
compositional history of the book, reflects the interests 
of much nineteenth-century and early-twentieth- 
century scholarship. For example, in his commen- 
tary of 1920, Charles is concerned with the inde- 
pendent documentary sources and interpolated frag- 
ments that have been redacted in the book.}3* His 
view is that the editor was somewhat incompetent 
and thus left tell-tale signs of redaction that enable 
scholars to determine the various seams of the book 
and to reconstruct its original “logical” order. Al- 
though not all scholars would be as optimistic as 
Charles about their ability to detect the internal 
contradictions and conclude what the various sources 
were, this is a position that reflects modern higher- 
critical concerns. Tracing the origins of the sources 
and how they have been handled has been substi- 
tuted for understanding the meaning of the text 
both when it was written and now. 


7. Religions-History View 


In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
scholarship often became highly interested in the 
various religious and historically based traditions 
that were utilized in the growth and development 
of the biblical tradition. Consequently, scholars 
often tried to trace the various OT Jewish and Chris- 
tian traditions that were involved in the construc- 
tion of such an elaborate work as Revelation. For 
example, in the OT, they noticed the influence of the 
Daniel tradition and of the prophets Joel and Zech- 
ariah. This did not mean, however, that Revelation 
was simply an OT book in NT dress. There were also 
other extrabiblical Jewish traditions, such as the 
apocalyptic tradition as found in 1 Enoch, that had 
influenced the writing of Revelation. On top of this, 
there was the influence of non-Christian traditions 
that needed to be considered as well. For example, 
in Rev 12, the description of the woman pursued by 
the dragon was often discussed in terms of the in- 
fluence from various Greek and Babylonian myths. 


8. Idealist View 


The idealist perspective, while rejecting at- 
tempts to identify each of the images or events de- 
picted in Revelation, claims that the symbolism 
about the nature and character of God is revela- 
tory. The emphasis is upon the great revelatory 
themes regarding God’s character, the nature of 
good and evil in the world, the timeless opposition 
of these forces, and the ultimate and final triumph 
of God. Without being confined to any given time 
or age, this position tends to cut the book of Reve- 
lation loose from time altogether, making it diffi- 
cult to understand the context out of which it arose 
and to which it was written. 


9, Summary 


Some elements of insight are to be drawn from 
virtually all the positions outlined above, but they 
also have many limitations, especially those positions 
attempting to use Revelation as a road map for ei- 
ther our contemporary or some future situation. 
There is, however, a place for contemporary rele- 
vance; in his book on Revelation, Bauckham outlines 
several of these points.) For instance, Revelation, 
through its imagery and depiction of the structures 
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of the universe, purges and refurbishes the Chris- 
tian imagination. It emphasizes the truth of God; 
its picture of God at the center of existence con- 
fronts and triumphs over the political and eco- 
nomic structures of the world that tend to oppres- 
sion and injustice; and it depicts Christians as vi- 
tally involved in this struggle, both by resisting evil 
in the world and by offering a prophetic word to 
the church. 


F. Outline of Revelation 


A. Opening (1:1-20) 
1. Prologue (1:1-3) 
2. Epistolary opening (1:4-8) 
3. Initial vision (1:9-20) 


B. Letters to the seven churches (2:1—3:22) 
1. Ephesus (2:1-7) 
2. Smyrna (2:8-11) 
3. Pergamum (2:12-17) 
4, Thyatira (2:18-29) 
5. Sardis (3:1-6) 
6. Philadelphia (3:7—13) 
7. Laodicea (3:14—22) 
C. The apocalypse (4:1—22:5) 
1. Introductory visions (4:1-5:14) 
2. Seven seals (6:1-8:1) 
3. Seven trumpets (8:2-11:19) 
4. Seven unnumbered visions (12:1-15:4) 
5. Seven bowls of wrath (15:5-16:21) 
6. Fall of Babylon (17:1-19:10) 
7. Seven unnumbered visions (19:11—21:8) 
D. Epilogue (22:6—21) 
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chapter 


THE LANGUAGE, TEXT, AND TRANSMISSION OF THE 


NEW TESTAMENT 


J. INTRODUCTION 


The language, text, and transmission of the NT 
are essential areas of study for understanding the 
full meaning of the Christian proclamation and the 
writings of the NT. Each of these areas could be se- 
lected for extended treatment, but our comments 
here are designed to reflect the current status of 
discussion, with some indication of where future 
developments might lead. Though these issues are 
treated at the end of this volume, no one should 
conclude that they are therefore unimportant. The 
language, text, and transmission of the Bible are 
foundational for our understanding of the Chris- 
tian faith and for our understanding the Bible itself. 
We will limit ourselves to the NT in this discussion, 
but the same is equally true for study of the OT. 
The first Christians generally spoke Aramaic; some 
even read the Hebrew Bible and could communi- 
cate in Hebrew. But a large percentage of the earli- 
est Christians, Jesus’ first followers, could also 
communicate in Greek (as we will discuss later). 
The fact that the whole of the NT, and even the 
apocryphal NT writings and the writings of the 
early church fathers, are all in Greek is an indica- 
tor of the significance of this language for exploring 


the meaning of Christian faith. This fact alone should 
encourage all of us to be interested in learning 
more about the nuances of the language that clari- 
fies for us the meaning of the Christian faith and 
the testament of writings that faith has presented 
to us. Since the writing of the NT texts themselves 
did not have the aid of printing presses and com- 
puter technology as we have today, the initial writ- 
ing had to be followed up with the production of 
handwritten copies of these writings for dispatch to 
other churches. These churches in turn produced 
copies of these writings that were passed on from 
generation to generation. In the process, changes— 
some intentional and some unintentional (see sec. 
3.D, below)—were made to the writings. Well-in- 
tentioned copiers, who wanted to make clear the 
meaning of difficult passages in the NT, often 
simply made changes that were considered appro- 
priate. They also made changes when the passages 
were no longer as understandable to subsequent 
generations of Christians as they were to the first 
Christians. On occasion, some issues of later gener- 
ations were pressing enough that the copiers intro- 
duced items into passages in order to allow the text 
to speak more meaningfully to these generations. 
For example, the note to John 3:13 in the NRSV 
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translates a later addition—that Jesus is also in 
heaven while he is speaking on earth—to the origi- 
nal Greek text. Likewise the note to 1 John 5:7-8 
translates an addition by a zealous copier hoping to 
make the Trinity more understandable. Many other 
such alterations—whether made by accident or by 
design—were retained and passed on from genera- 
tion to generation. We therefore must ask what 
principles governed the textual transmission of 
these writings and what principles should be used 
in determining and establishing the texts today. 
When these sacred writings began to be translated 
for communities whose primary tongue was not 
Greek, how reliable were those translations? And 
as we look at the translations of the Bible today, 
how reliable are they? 


2. THE LANGUAGE OF THE NEW 
TESTAMENT 


A. Introduction 


The NT is written in the Greek language.! As A. 
T. Robertson, the well-known American NT Greek 
grammarian, once wrote: “The Greek NT is the NT. 
All else is translation.”” Translations are valuable 
tools in the study of the Bible (for those who do not 
know the original languages, they are indispens- 
able guides), but they are nothing more than au- 
thorized or published individual or group interpreta- 
tions of the Greek NT. This is not meant as a dero- 
gation of translations, just a call to recognition of 
their limitations. With all the available tools for 
discovering the meaning of the biblical text today, 
students can certainly get a good grasp on the 
meaning of the NT. But if they want to enter into 
serious dialogue with the text and be proficient in 
their interpretation, this must be accomplished 
through the original language, Greek. Robertson 
cites Erasmus, who wrote in his preface to his 
Greek NT, “These holy pages will summon up the 
living image of His mind. They will give you Christ 
Himself, talking, healing, dying, rising, the whole 
Christ in a word; they will give Him to you in an 
intimacy so close that He would be less visible to 
you if He stood before your eyes.” 

The vast majority of those who read their 
Bibles will not have the luxury and, in some cases, 
the ability to learn all the languages that are neces- 


sary for scholarly study of the Bible. Since there are 
limitations to doing biblical interpretation without 
developing these skills, those who have not had the 
opportunity must rely on competent scholarly re- 
sources that can give insight into the text of the NT 
in its original language. For those who can (and 
most students of the Bible who have the time can 
do at least this much), it is important to learn the 
Greek symbols so that they may follow some of the 
best commentaries, dictionaries, and other tools 
available for study. One who learns only the sym- 
bols, however, is not thereby a Greek scholar; it is 
important to listen to the competent authorities on 
the text. The hope is that this discussion of the 
Greek language’s development will prompt stu- 
dents of the Bible to have a new understanding of 
how the NT was written and an appreciation for 
the many unsung heroes of the church who have 
dedicated their lives to making its message avail- 
able to as wide an audience as possible. 

The Greek of the NT is not the Greek of such 
writers as Plato, Thucydides, or the tragedians Aes- 
chylus, Sophocles, and Euripides but that of the 
Hellenistic world.* Although various dates are 
given for the Hellenistic period, the third century 
B.C. to the fourth century A.D. will suffice for pur- 
poses of discussion. The Greek language belongs to 
the group of languages called Indo-European. The 
earliest form of these languages, frequently called 
Proto-Indo-European (PIE), was not an actual lan- 
guage but is a hypothetical reconstruction by 
scholars attempting to describe the common ori- 
gins of languages that share a family resemblance. 
Most of the languages of western Europe are [ndo- 
European. Hebrew, on the other hand, is one of the 
Semitic languages, and although the Greek alpha- 
bet came from the Phoenician alphabet, which also 
provided the alphabet for Hebrew, the languages 
belong to two different language families. 

The earliest language forms that we can recog- 
nize as Greek go back to the Mycenaeans, who 
came to occupy what are known today as the 
Greek islands and mainland. Mycenaean civiliza- 
tion reached great heights in the second millen- 
nium B.C. (on Crete and mainland Greece), and it is 
to this period that the great legendary heroes of 
classical Greece, such as Achilles and others in the 
Trojan War, likely belong. This great civilization 
declined or was destroyed by approximately 1100 
B.C., however, throwing that region into what has 
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been called a “dark age”’—a period about which 
very little is known. In the nineteenth century, a 
number of tablets and other inscriptions were 
found, especially at the remains of a city called 
Pylos on the Greek mainland. What scholars today 
call Linear B was the script of the Mycenaeans. 
First deciphered in 1952, it is an earlier form of 
writing that is recognizably Greek.> Linear B is 
known from clay tablets discovered in the remains 
of virtually all the centers of Mycenaean civilization. 

In approximately 800 B.c., the Greek islands 
emerged out of their dark age when various groups 
in the territory rediscovered writing, which re- 
sulted in the development of several different re- 
gional dialects on the Greek islands and mainland. 
There were four major regional dialects: Arcado- 
Cypriot, West Greek including Doric, Aeolic, and 
Attic-Ionic. The time from about 800 B.C. until the 
fourth century B.C. is called the dialect period of 
Greek language. It was during the sixth and fifth 
centuries B.C. that there emerged what is called the 
classical period; this term describes the ascendance 
of Athenian culture, literature, arts, and economy. 
During this very intriguing era of Greek history, a 
surprisingly large number of significant thinkers 
and writers congregated in Athens. Combined with 
the economic prosperity of Athens, this concentra- 
tion of talent led to phenomenal achievements in 
the arts and literature. Because of Athenian domi- 
nance, its particular variety of the Ionic dialect of 
Greek came to be widely used, and much of the lit- 
erature from this period is written in it. Compari- 
sons of Greek texts from Herodotus and Thucydides 
illustrate some of the differences between Doric 
(Herodotus) and Attic (Thucydides). Some regional 
dialects differed in significant ways, but many of 
the differences were limited to matters of sound 
and spelling. When spoken, the dialects may have 
been unintelligible to each other in many instances, 
but it appears that the written forms of the lan- 
guages were mutually understood without great 
difficulty (cf. Herodotus, Hist. 8.144.2, who says 
that the Greeks were of one blood and one tongue). 
The language of Athens (like all other languages) 
developed over the course of centuries, and the re- 
mains of this language come to us in the form of 
written texts. We obviously do not have any in- 
stance of the spoken language (e.g., recordings). 
What we do know of it is based upon reconstruc- 
tions from various written texts, including inscrip- 


tions. The confusion in spelling of words, for ex- 
ample, gives us some idea of how certain letters 
were pronounced at the time. 

Recent study has uncovered a number of facts 
that are important for study of the language of the 
NT. First, probably only 20 to 30 percent of the men 
of classical cities, at the most, could read or write, 
with much lesser percentages throughout the ma- 
jority of the Greco-Roman world.© For the most 
part, people had to have the written inscriptions 
read to them. Second, it appears that the language 
spoken by the Athenians (and this would apply 
similarly to other varieties or dialects of the Greek 
language as well) was not the literary language of 
the best writers of the time but a variety not char- 
acterized by the same intricacies of syntax.’ This is 
not to say that spoken language is necessarily 
simple but that it does not maintain the same artifi- 
ciality as typifies much Athenian prose and cer- 
tainly poetry of the time. This is consistent with 
what is known of the general relationships be- 
tween written and spoken forms of the same lan- 
guage. Third, even though the dialects showed 
significant differences and their users struggled to 
maintain their identity, the process began fairly 
early (at least by the fourth century B.C.) of creat- 
ing a standard form of language used in such con- 
texts as inscriptions.® 

All languages develop, but not according to 
some predetermined rate or pattern. A major turn- 
ing point in the development of the Greek language 
was the rise to power of the Macedonian Alexander 
III (the Great).? One of the most influential people 
of any time in the ancient world, he was more re- 
sponsible for the writing of the NT in Greek than 
probably any other single factor. Alexander was 
educated for two years by Aristotle, who was se- 
lected by Alexander’s father, Philip II of Macedon, 
because of Philip’s love for things Hellenic and 
his high regard for this thinker. Alexander was 
heavily influenced by a similar passion for things 
Greek. 

When Alexander undertook his conquest of the 
Persians, he gathered an army of 50,000 Greek 
mercenaries. Thus Alexander instigated a very 
important linguistic movement at the same time 
he inaugurated his military campaigns. Wher- 
ever he went, he took the Greek language with 
him. As a result of his widespread conquests, 
Greek was established as the common language of 


574 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


communication, coming to dominate local and re- 
gional indigenous languages as various peoples 
were conquered and submitted to Alexander's rule. 
Through Greek’s widespread dissemination, espe- 
cially as it came into contact with a variety of 
other languages and as the dialects of soldiers and 
others mixed, the process of linguistic change was 
accelerated, moving Greek away from its many re- 
gional peculiarities to a more universally used 
common dialect. This pattern of development was 
consistent with other Hellenistic cultural dissemina- 
tion. Greek city planning, Greek civil administration, 
and Greek cultural and social institutions were all 
exported from the Greek territories throughout the 
empire Alexander created and his successors, the 
Diadochi, continued. This pattern persisted under 
the four Hellenistic Greek kingdoms, including 
those of the Ptolemies and the Seleucids, and, in 
many ways, under the Romans. Although the 
Romans brought many new innovations, especially 
in the area of governmental administration, much 
of the Romans’ culture depended upon their Greek 
predecessors. 

The result was that a form of Hellenistic Greek 
became the prestige language of the Greco-Roman 
world and remained so even long after Latin estab- 
lished itself as a significant language of the empire 
in the second century A.D. Greek documents sur- 
viving antiquity outnumber Latin almost ten to 
one. In linguistic terms, this means that Greek was 
the language used by those who had cultural and 
economic superiority; and those who wished to at- 
tain such status or carry on effective interaction 
with these people had to know Greek. Greek is 
found in a wide range of authors and texts, from 
the most ephemeral business contracts and re- 
ceipts, as recorded in papyri, to the numerous liter- 
ary writers of the time (e.g., Polybius the Roman 
historian). Even though the works of a good num- 
ber of the most famous and popular writers of the 
time have disappeared without much trace (e.g., 
Epicurus, whose 300 volumes have all vanished, 
surviving only in quotations by others), there is 
still an abundance of material to be examined.!° In 
the second century A.D., a movement developed in 
which a few writers, rejecting what they perceived 
to be the corruption of the language, advocated a 
return to the standards of vocabulary and style of 
the best classical writers of Athens. This move- 
ment, called Atticism, did not have much influence 


except on certain literary authors (including some 
later Christian writers). What is noteworthy and in 
some ways surprising about the linguistic situation 
of the first century is the significant consistency of 
the Greek language across the span of the Greco- 
Roman world. Even in Phrygia and Lycaonia, in 
the interior of Asia Minor, where regional dialects 
had a better chance of survival (and did in some re- 
mote places), Greek was the common language, al- 
though perhaps with some regional differences in 
pronunciation (see Acts 14:11). Palmer says of this 
common language that it “smothered and replaced 
the ancient local dialects”: “Profound linguistic 
consequences might have been expected from the 
adoption of what was basically the Attic dialect by 
users of not merely non-Attic, but non-Greek speech. 
In fact the changes were remarkably slight.”!! It 
was in this language that the NT was written. 

One of the best resources for the study of Helle- 
nistic Greek is the abundance of papyrus docu- 
ments from Egypt. Widespread discovery of these 
documents began in the middle of last century, and 
most of the major finds had been made by the first 
part of this century. Scholars are still deciphering 
and publishing these documents, in which there 
have been phenomenal discoveries. A number of 
literary texts among them (e.g., fragments from 
various known and even unknown authors, such 
as the Oxyrhynchus historian) have provided us 
with our earliest documents of some of the classical 
writers (e.g., Homer). Some apocryphal-gospel 
fragments have also been discovered among these 
(e.g., P.Egerton 2, held in the British Library), as 
well as the earliest fragment of the NT (P.Ryl. Greek 
457 = P»). By far the single most important discov- 
ery, however, is what has been learned about the 
common language through the examination of ev- 
eryday documents. We find a man writing to his 
wife about how he will not be home for a while, 
since he is in Alexandria earning money for his 
family (P.Oxy. 744). We read a letter to his father 
from a petulant boy, upset because he has not been 
taken to Alexandria (P.Oxy. 119). We find records 
of various business and financial transactions— 
wills, marriage arrangements, and the like. From 
these close and firsthand glimpses of daily life in 
the Hellenistic period, we have gained phenomenal 
insights into the possible meanings of numerous 
words and grammatical constructions used in the 
Hellenistic world. Although some have resisted the 
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claim that the Greek from Egypt is representative of 
the Greek in use throughout the Hellenistic world, 
this special pleading must be rejected. The Greek 
texts are too numerous and. too consistent with 
each other to be overlooked. There has been no 
other Hellenistic Greek dialect found. Even though 
the vast majority of papyri have come from Egypt, 
since the late 1940s there have also been signifi- 
cant finds of Greek texts in other areas, including a 
number of letters and other documents from Pales- 
tine.!* Greek documents were found even among 
the Jewish patriots of the Bar Kokhba rebellion of 
A.D, 132-135 (e.g., SB 8.9843, 8.9844). 

In NT studies, two major questions about the 
Greek of the NT are often discussed. First, what 
kind of Greek is found in the NT, especially in the 
Gospels? Second, did Jesus speak Greek, and if so, 
how much? These questions have important impli- 
cations for understanding the NT. 


B. The Greek of the New Testament 


The question of the kind of Greek found in the 
NT has gone through several stages of discussion, 
even in this century. Because the Egyptian papyri 
had yet to be analyzed and appreciated, before the 
turn of this century there was a widespread belief 
in many circles that the language of the NT consti- 
tuted a special dialect, biblical Greek, possibly even 
a divinely inspired or “Holy Ghost” Greek. This the- 
ory was not advanced in a highly systematic way 
but grew out of frequent significant differences be- 
tween the Greek of the NT and the Greek found in 
the literary writers even of the Hellenistic period 
and certainly of the classical period. The periodic 
style of Thucydides, or even of Polybius, is not 
the style of the Greek NT. One of the leading 
Greek—English lexicons of the day had a list of sev- 
eral hundred words that supposedly had meanings in 
the Greek Bible that were unattested elsewhere.'* 

Two scholars were primarily responsible for 
showing the inadequacy of the view that the Greek 
of the NT was a special form of Greek, as emotion- 
ally and theologically appealing as that view was 
(and still is in some people’s minds): Deissmann of 
Germany and Moulton of England, who discerned 
and disseminated the importance of the recent 
papyrological discoveries. After Deissmann’s chance 
notice of the similarities between a papyrus text 
and the Greek of the NT, he undertook an investi- 
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gation into the vocabulary of the NT. This resulted 
in several major books on the topic! that are still 
highly valuable tools for study. In them, Deissmann 
abundantly shows how the Greek of the papyri and 
inscriptions from the Hellenistic period help to elu- 
cidate the Greek of the NT. The lengthy list of 
words with supposedly unattested meanings has 
been reduced to a small handful, with every expec- 
tation that even these meanings may someday be 
discovered; if they are not, the perspective is that it 
is simply a quirk of history that some document 
does not contain them. Moulton undertook a lexi- 
con to illustrate how the vocabulary of the Greek 
Bible could be elucidated by the papyri, but his 
even greater accomplishment was to show the 
grammatical significance of the papyri for under- 
standing the Greek of the nT.!° It has occasionally 
been argued that various constructions in the 
Greek of the NT are odd or unusual Greek or even 
heavily influenced by Semitic languages such as 
Hebrew and Aramaic, but the papyri have shown 
that most, if not virtually all, of these phenomena 
were possible, if not regular, constructions in the 
Greek of the first century A.D. For example, it has 
been claimed that the use of the present tense in 
John and Mark reflects their Aramaic origins. In 
fact, the frequency of this kind of tense usage 
within the Gospels falls within the parameters of its 
usage in other historical writers of the period who 
have no Semitic influence in their writings. !” 
Unfortunately, Moulton was killed during World 
War I by a German U-boat while crossing the Medi- 
terranean on the way back from a missionary trip 
to India and so was unable to complete the major 
task of writing an entire grammar of the NT ac- 
cording to the principles illustrated above. To our 
minds, however, Deissmann and Moulton clearly 
established that the Greek of the NT is best under- 
stood as part of the common Greek of the Hellenistic 
world that is today frequently called Koine Greek. 
After the deaths of Deissmann, Moulton, and 
others who had appreciated the importance of the 
papyri, there was a backlash against this position, 
to some extent because the ground was sadly left 
undefended by advocates of the hypothesis. In light 
of the Jewish origins of Christianity, it is perhaps 
understandable that a number of scholars assumed 
that the language of the NT—even though it is 
Greek—was also Semitic in some form. Several dif- 
ferent Semitic hypotheses have been advanced to 
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explain the Greek of the NT. In its earliest forms, 
this view is perhaps best illustrated by the work of 
Charles Torrey, who argued that the Gospels, the 
first half of Acts, and Revelation were all translated 
from Aramaic (some have argued that Hebrew was 
the original language of composition for some of 
the books of the NT, although this view is much 
more difficult to sustain).!® While many have 
pointed out grammatical deficiencies in the Greek 
NT (many of these are simply failures to conform to 
the artificial standards of classical Greek as used by 
Athenian writers), Torrey took these as indications 
not of the texts’ linguistic deficiencies but of their 
high status as translations. Instead of being sloppy 
or badly done, these translations, according to 
Torrey, were made with the intent of preserving 
the original meaning. This first generation of Se- 
mitic hypotheses came under severe attack, even 
by advocates of other forms of Semitic hypotheses. 
The major lines of criticism focused on the failure 
to show that supposed instances of translation were 
in fact best explained in this way, as opposed to 
being examples of common Greek. The next gener- 
ation of Semitic language advocates made a much 
more modest set of claims regarding the Greek 
Nt.’? Rather than argue that the Gospels or other 
NT books were originally Aramaic documents, pro- 
ponents conceded that they were Greek docu- 
ments, but they maintained that these writings re- 
flected authors whose native tongues were Ara- 
maic or that they recorded words spoken by Jesus 
and others and translated out of Aramaic. This is 
not to say that the author of a writing simply made 
a wooden translation of the Aramaic words, but an 
Aramaic substratum lay behind these Greek texts. 
According to proponents, this is indicated not only 
by what is generally known about the linguistic 
character of Palestine at the time; occasional oddi- 
ties in the wording or concepts also point to the Se- 
mitic original. This position is clearly correct in 
recognizing that at least some, if not most, of the 
original words of Jesus were in Aramaic, Neverthe- 
less, it works from an improper estimation of the 
linguistic climate in Palestine. As noted above, the 
situation was not that of simply two languages, Ar- 
amaic and Greek, competing on an even footing. 
Greek was the prestige language of Palestine, and 
anyone wishing to conduct business on an ex- 
tended scale, including successful fishermen from 
the region of Galilee and probably any craftsmen or 


artisans who came into contact with Roman cus- 
tomers, would have needed—indeed would have 
wanted—to know Greek. In such a situation, the 
nonprestige language will usually show the gram- 
matical influence of the prestige language, not the 
other way around. Palestine was heavily influ- 
enced by the Greek of the first century A.D., much 
more indeed than was thought a generation ago. 
The evidence shows that Palestine, including the 
Jerusalem region, was part of the Greek-speaking 
Hellenistic world.7° 

A small but significant number of scholars 
have advocated that the confrontation between Ar- 
amaic and Greek led to the development of a spe- 
cial dialect of Greek.7! For some this dialect was a 
temporary linguistic situation when the two came 
into initial confrontation, while for others this con- 
stituted an independent variety of Semitic Greek 
that continued to be used in the early church. This 
Semitic Greek hypothesis has not attracted a large 
number of followers, but its influence has been 
widely felt. It appeals to those who have a predispo- 
sition for wishing to find something special about 
the language of the NT, a position usually based on 
theological rather than linguistic criteria. It seems 
also to appreciate the Jewish background of Chris- 
tianity while recognizing that all of its canonical 
documents were in Greek. The existence of this so- 
called Semitic Greek dialect has been argued by N. 
Turner, a well-known grammarian who was re- 
sponsible for writing one of the few reference 
grammars of NT Greek. The shortcomings of this 
hypothesis, however, are numerous. First, there is 
little linguistic foundation for this theory. Such a 
composite Greek cannot be found any place outside 
the NT (the body of literature being examined), in- 
cluding the early church writings, which frequently 
tended toward Atticism in style. So it can hardly be 
used as the evidence to prove its own existence. 
There is thus no evidence that this phenomenon 
ever existed, and none that it continued. Second, 
the notion of a Semitic Greek dialect makes it diffi- 
cult to understand why such a Greek would be 
used in the NT, especially in the Pauline Letters, 
which were written for widespread dissemination 
within the Hellenistic world with the full expecta- 
tion that they would be understood by their read- 
ers, whether in Rome, Corinth, or Ephesus (to cite 
three very different locales). 
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In about the last twenty years, there has been a 
return to support of the Greek hypothesis of 
Deissmann and Moulton. Silva has been instru- 
mental in this return because of his close attention 
to matters of linguistic method.” Aided by Hors- 
ley’s recent work in the papyri, Silva has shown 
that the linguistic distinction between langue (the 
language system) and parole (a particular writer’s 
use of it) clarifies the linguistic situation in Pales- 
tine in the first century. Although one’s individual 
parole may have had peculiarities brought about 
through knowledge of a Semitic language, the 
langue in use was clearly Hellenistic Greek. Thus, 
for understanding the Greek of the NT, one needs to 
be most attentive not to the Semitic sources but to 
the Greek of the papyri and other contemporary 
writers. The Semitic sources are more valuable in 
discovering the context of early Christianity than 
in understanding the Greek language of the NT. 


C. The Language of Jesus 


Related to the issue of the Greek of the NT is the 
question whether Jesus spoke Greek. Although some 
have discussed the possibility that Jesus spoke He- 
brew and there is some evidence from Luke 4:16—20 
that he did, the vast majority of scholars believe 
that Jesus’ primary language was Aramaic.? This 
hypothesis seems well founded. Jesus was born to a 
Jewish family and apparently was well versed in 
the institutions of the Jewish people, including the 
use of Aramaic, spoken by Jews since the return 
from the exile. Aramaic continued in use during 
the first century (contrary to some earlier hypothe- 
ses), as is well attested from the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
Targumim, and other related documents. Jewish 
worship during this time was often carried on in 
Aramaic, in the interpretative translation (Targum) 
of the biblical text. The Gospels support this sce- 
nario for Jesus; he is seen to be communicating on 
numerous occasions with members of the Jewish 
religious establishment and participating in vari- 
ous Jewish religious observances in Palestine, and 
he is recorded as using Aramaic on several differ- 
ent occasions (e.g., the direct quotations in Mark 
5:41; 7:34; 15:34 = Matt 27:46). Thus it is reason- 
able to suppose that on many, if not the vast ma- 
jority of, occasions when Jesus spoke or taught 
those who gathered around him, he probably used 
Aramaic and that the words of Jesus recorded in 


the NT, although rendered into Hellenistic Greek, 
were at one time translated out of Aramaic. Never- 
theless, because of the difficulties of translation, for 
which it is rare to find word-for-word equivalence 
between languages, and because the words of Jesus 
are contextually placed within the sustained narra- 
tives of the Gospels, one must be cautious in at- 
tempting to reconstruct these Aramaic words. As 
Black, an advocate of the Aramaic hypothesis, states, 
in the majority of cases the “ ‘translation’ is not lit- 
eral but literary; in other words, it is doubtful if it 
can be justly described as translation at all in some 
cases. ... The Evangelists, that is to say, are for the 
most part writing Greek Gospels, even where they 
are dependent upon sources.”74 

Jesus’ use of Aramaic is virtually certain, but 
there is also good evidence for thinking that Jesus 
knew and used Greek, possibly even using it on oc- 
casions when he taught. Before examining the spe- 
cific evidence in the NT, we must recognize that 
Jesus came from an area that had been highly in- 
fluenced by Greek culture. He was from Nazareth, 
living close to an excellent example of a Greek city 
in Palestine, Sepphoris, where both Greek and Ara- 
maic were spoken, and near the primarily Gentile 
Decapolis, ten Hellenistic cities or villages in the vi- 
cinity of Galilee. He was involved in a trade where, 
it is reasonable to assume, he would have had con- 
tact with other than simply his local townspeople, 
possibly Romans or Greek speakers. In the course 
of his itinerant ministry, Jesus also traveled into 
parts of Palestine where he may have had contact 
with people who spoke Greek. Indeed, several of his 
disciples, including Andrew and Philip, had Greek 
names despite being Jewish. When we turn to the 
Gospels, at least five episodes in the Gospels point 
to the conclusion that Jesus knew Greek.” The first 
and most important is in Mark 15:2-5 (= Matt 
27:11-14; Luke 23:2-5; John 18:29-38), where Jesus 
is interrogated by Pilate. In the course of their con- 
versation there is no indication of a translator pres- 
ent, and it is unreasonable to think that Pilate 
spoke Aramaic or that they conducted their con- 
versation in Latin. The Roman prefect of this trou- 
blesome part of the empire would probably have 
scorned the idea of learning the indigenous lan- 
guage, especially when so many of the people 
spoke Greek (55-60 percent of all Jewish funerary 
inscriptions in Palestine are in Greek, including 
about half of the inscriptions found in Jerusalem 
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itself),7° and Latin itself was reserved for official 
Roman business (at least one Roman complained 
near the end of the first century that Greek was all 
that one heard spoken even in Rome!). On the basis 
of this evidence, of the Gospel criteria of multiple 
attestation (i.e., a tradition is found in two or more 
independent sources), and of redactional tenden- 
cies (i.e., a feature cannot be attributed to the edi- 
torial tendencies of a writer), it can be argued very 
convincingly that Jesus and Pilate spoke Greek to 
each other in their conversation. In the course of 
Pilate’s questioning of Jesus, he asks him, “Are you 
the king of the Jews?” Jesus answers, “You say so.” 
These sentences are not lengthy, but there is good 
reason to think that they are the actual Greek 
words of the conversation. In the four other pas- 
sages, there is no evidence to establish the actual 
wording of Jesus (Mark 7:24-30; John 12:20-28; 
Matt 8:5-13 = Luke 7:2-10), but the scenarios and 
the linguistic characteristics suggest that on these 
occasions also Jesus spoke in Greek. 

In conclusion, the widespread use of Greek cre- 
ated a fortuitous situation. On the one hand, it was 
a major force in uniting together a vast territory 
that had a wide variety of differing cultural, social, 
economic, and religious backgrounds. On the other, 
the conquest of Alexander and his introduction of 
things Greek into the wider Mediterranean world 
helped provide the basis for the later Pax Romana, 
the Roman peace of Augustus’ reign, which was 
characterized by social, political, and economic sta- 
bility in addition to linguistic stability and unity. It 
was into this Greco-Roman world that Jesus was 
born. Although he used Aramaic predominantly, 
he apparently employed Greek as well, and it was 
Greek that became the language of the early 
church. This linguistic unity helped create ecclesial 
unity. Paul and others wrote letters to churches lo- 
cated throughout the Greco-Roman world, with 
the full expectation that their members would be 
able to read and understand these letters. Although 
we have much evidence that the audiences did not 
always appreciate what was said in the letters, 
there is nothing to suggest that the problem was 
caused by a failure to understand the language in 
which the letters were written. It was in Greek that 
not only the NT writings but virtually all the apoc- 
ryphal NT materials (see ch. 14, below, for a listing 
of these) were preserved. The earliest church fa- 
thers were Greek writers. It is therefore reasonable 


that one should learn something of both the Greek 
language, in which the NT was written, and the 
larger conceptual, intellectual, and linguistic world 
in which this language was used. 


3. THE TEXT AND TRANSMISSION OF 
THE NEW TESTAMENT 


Textual criticism has been described above (ch. 
2), but it is appropriate here to discuss in more detail 
the principles and practices of textual criticism. The 
issues include (1) basic concepts about our texts of 
the NT, (2) the way manuscripts of the NT are often 
categorized and analyzed, (3) the criteria by which 
variant readings in the NT documents are adjudi- 
cated, and (4) basic principles of textual transmission. 


A. Basic Concepts of Textual Criticism 


Although most people realize that we do not 
have the original NT documents (or any original 
biblical manuscript, for that matter), they do not 
understand what textual criticism is and what it is 
designed to do. The goal of textual criticism is easy 
to explain but extremely difficult to accomplish. 
Simply stated, its goal is to reconstruct a text as 
close as possible to the original text from the pen of 
the author. At every point where there is a textual 
variant—where manuscripts present different read- 
ings, sometimes as small as a single letter (e.g., a 
long or short o in €xyopev, €xopev, echdmen, 
echomen, in Rom 5:1) and sometimes as large as a 
whole verse or even a whole passage (e.g., John 
7:53-8:11 or Mark 16:9ff.)\—the textual critic must 
decide which reading is closest to the original. It is 
unlikely that the reconstructed (or eclectic) text re- 
sulting from such a process would be identical to 
the original text, and it is virtually certain that the 
original text would not match any of our extant 
copies. All of the complete surviving manuscripts 
are several copy generations removed from the 
original writing. 

From the study of manuscript readings, one 
can see that certain manuscripts seem to reflect the 
same textual traditions and tendencies in the way 
they vary. Manuscripts are arranged according to 
these broad resemblances, and certain types of 
manuscripts provide the basis for our modern edi- 
tions. The so-called Alexandrian text type, reflect- 
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ing texts that are thought to have originated in 
Alexandria, Egypt, from the second century on, 
forms the basis of most modern eclectic (recon- 
structed) editions. It is, however, thought inadvisable 
simply to follow the two major Alexandrian manu- 
scripts, Codex Sinaiticus (%) and Codex Vaticanus 
(B). Even these early texts, already removed from 
the original by several generations, reveal numer- 
ous second and subsequent hands at work on the 
manuscript. In studying manuscripts it is often dif- 
ficult to decide whether an alteration was a correc- 
tion made at the time of writing or was added later. 
Some texts even cross their typological boundaries 
and influence each other. 


St. Catherine’s Monastery at the foot of Mount 
Sinai. It is the source of several important biblical 
manuscripts, including Codex Sinaiticus (X). Photo 
© Rohr Productions. Used with permission. 


In pursuing the goal of textual criticism—re- 
construction of the original text—one is faced with 
two kinds of evidence for establishing the text and 
deciding between variants. Internal evidence is 
concerned with the transcriptional probabilities 
that seemed to be in effect when an ancient manu- 
script was copied and recopied. For example, did 
the copyists tend to add or subtract material when 
they wrote? External evidence is concerned with 
the nature and kind of surviving manuscripts—not 
simply their numbers but how old they are and 
how they relate to each other (e.g., the various ten- 
dencies noted in the changes introduced into 
manuscripts provide the basis for classifying them). 
Scholars differ on how much weight to give to in- 
ternal and external evidence, but there are at least 
three major groupings of opinions in this debate.7” 
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1. Majority Text 


The first grouping follows the so-called Major- 
ity Text.7° The Majority Text is the text reflected in 
the Authorized or King James Version (KJV). More 
precisely, it is the text as reconstructed on the basis 
of the majority of manuscripts (the two, the KJV 
and the Majority Text, should be distinguished but 
are often confused or equated). This is not the place 
to debate the relative merits of the KJV, except to 
say that there has been far too much uninformed 
hyperbole, in terms of textual criticism, regarding 
its continuing merits or those of the text that stands 
behind it. There is no denying the beautiful lan- 
guage of the KJV, much of it reflecting the excellent 
translation of William Tyndale (1494-1536), the 
first English speaker to translate the NT from the 
original Greek (1534).79 Previous translations, such 
as that of Wycliffe, had been from the Latin. The 
text behind the KJV, the Majority Text, however, is 
not as highly regarded by scholars today as it once 
was. The reason is that we now have available ap- 
proximately five thousand surviving manuscripts 
of variously sized portions of the NT (far more than 
for any other ancient author or set of authors). ° 
Most of these manuscripts come from the Byzantine 
period (fifth century A.D. and later), when, with the 
spread of Christianity, the need for more manu- 
scripts increased. Numerous copies of manuscripts 
were produced, many of which are still extant. 
Textual decisions ought to consider the best manu- 
scripts, however, without consideration of how 
many further copies of this manuscript there are. A 
recopied mistake is still a mistake, no matter how 
many copies of it have been made. In addition, 
there is often attached to a defense of the Majority 
Text a kind of belief in the virtual inspiration and 
divine preservation of the translation itself, a doc- 
trine that has no foundation in Christian theology. 
Advocacy of the Majority Text clearly opts for ex- 
ternal criteria (the sheer number of manuscripts) 
over internal criteria (e.g., how changes were 
made in manuscripts; see secs. C and D, below), 
which are often considered by defenders of the Ma- 
jority Text as too subjective. 


2. Rigorous or Thoroughgoing Eclecticism 


There is a form of textual criticism with far more 
argumentative force and intellectual responsibility 
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than advocacy of the Majority Text; it is sometimes 
called rigorous or thoroughgoing eclecticism.*! This 
form, most recently vigorously defended by the late 
G. D. Kilpatrick and by J. K. Elliott, argues that in- 
ternal criteria are all that ought to be considered in 
determining the correctness of a variant reading. 
The argument is that the nature of the external 
evidence makes it an unreliable guide to determin- 
ing the correct reading in a given context, al- 
though the external evidence may well give some 
indication of the range of readings that are avail- 
able for consideration. Instead, the advocates of 
this approach say that internal criteria alone 
should be used to evaluate each of the suggested 
variants, no matter its date or textual type, the idea 
being that even a very late text could preserve the 
original reading. 


3. Reasoned Eclecticism 


Most textual critics today reject the two meth- 
ods presented above and settle on a model fre- 
quently called reasoned eclecticism.*2 Developed 
by the very important and foundational work of 
Westcott and Hort, especially in Hort’s introduc- 
tion to their critical text of the NT, reasoned eclecti- 
cism argues that there must be appreciation of 
both forms of criteria, internal and external.? On 
the one hand, due consideration must be given to 
the textual types and their relationships in estab- 
lishing the viability of variant readings. The manu- 
scripts are more than simply repositories of variant 
readings; comparison and analysis of the texts 
themselves can give insight into the probability of a 
given reading, and the date of the manuscript or 
text is also important, even if it cannot be the only 
criterion for judging (see sec. C, below). On the 
other hand, reasoned eclecticism argues further 
that due consideration must be given to internal 
criteria, since there seem to be established patterns 
by which manuscripts were transmitted. These in- 
ternal criteria are fairly well established among 
modern textual critics (see sec. D, below). Finding 
the balance between these two criteria, however, 
has resulted in a number of different forms of rea- 
soned eclecticism. For example, some give far 
higher priority to the major Alexandrian codices 
(codices were early forms of books especially used by 
Christians; see sec. 4, below), especially Sinaiticus 
(N) and Vaticanus (B), while others argue that the 


papyri ought to be given far more weight than they 
usually are.** Debate of these priorities is still ongo- 
ing, but reasoned eclecticism seems to have pre- 
vailed in NT text-critical circles except among those 
textual critics noted above and a few others. 

Manuscripts are numbered according to a com- 
plex system. Codices are given a number beginning 
with 0 (e.g., 029), with special codices given a let- 
ter as well (03 or B). Papyri are given a {}) number 
(e.g., p*), Minuscules, or lower-case texts, are given 
a simple number (e.g., 28, 33), while lectionaries 
are given an / and a number (e.g, | 47). 


B. History of the Modern Critical Text 


The history of the modern critical text of the 
Greek NT is a fascinating one. Erasmus, the Dutch 
scholar, published his text of the Greek NT in 1516, 
based on only five relatively late manuscripts (ca. 
A.D. 1300-1400). The so-called Received Text of 
Erasmus—the Textus Receptus*»—provided the 
basis for subsequent texts and translations of the 
NT until the mid- to late 1800s, when two signifi- 
cant events took place. The first was the discovery 
and editing of a huge quantity of new biblical 
manuscripts. Although a number of significant 
scholars were involved in this enterprise, the most 
important was probably Constantin Tischendorf. 
Trained in Leipzig, and without much money, he 
was able to travel around Europe and the Mediter- 
ranean finding and editing biblical manuscripts out 
of a desire to establish and prove the reliability of 
the biblical text. In the course of his travels he dis- 
covered, in St. Catherine’s Monastery in Sinai, 
Codex Sinaiticus, part of which is now housed in 
Leipzig and the rest in the British Museum after 
first being housed in Leningrad.*° Tischendorf ed- 
ited more biblical manuscripts than anyone else 
and was responsible for publishing multiple edi- 
tions of texts of both the Greek Old and New Testa- 
ments. The second important event was one of the 
most important accomplishments of the nineteenth 
century: the publication of Westcott and Hort’s edi- 
tion of the NT and their introduction to textual crit- 
icism. The second volume gives what has now 
become the classic exposition of textual criticism, 
one that has set the standard for subsequent dis- 
cussion. Virtually all textual critics reject Westcott 
and Hort’s supposition of Codices Sinaiticus and 
Vaticanus as what they called a neutral text—the 
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text closest to the original without corruption. Nev- 
ertheless, in practice these two early Alexandrian 
codices still constitute the foundation for the estab- 
lishment of many, if not most, modern critical edi- 
tions of the NT, along with major papyrus texts, 
such as 1)*° for the Pauline Letters (ca. A.D. 200). 
As a result of textual criticism’s discovery and use 
of many more ancient manuscripts, we are now 
able to get a thousand years closer to the time of 
the original writings than Erasmus. 

The text currently used for most NT scholar- 
ship—an eclectic text (see sec. A, above) that does 
not exclusively follow any one particular text type 
as its base (although the Alexandrian text has been 
very important)—is patterned after that of Westcott 
and Hort. The standard editions are UBS3 and UBS4 
(The Greek New Testament, United Bible Societies, 3d 
and 4th eds.) and NA27 (Novum Testamentum Graece, 
27th ed., by E. Nestle and his later editor, K. 
Aland).°” These critical editions are the same so far 
as the text itself is concerned, but they differ in 
other respects. A major difference is in punctua- 
tion. The UBS edition tends to follow punctuation 
patterns reflecting English conventions, although 
this has been altered in its fourth edition, whereas 
the NA edition claims to reflect punctuation more 
in keeping with ancient Greek phrasing. Another 
difference is in the texual apparatus. The UBS edi- 
tion was designed to be a text useful for translators, 
and supposedly in keeping with such a need, a 
smaller number of variants (approximately 1,400) 
are given, with more detailed listings of the manu- 
script evidence, as opposed to the NA edition, 
where a far larger number of variants are given 
(approximately 10,000), but with less full docu- 
mentation. But it is unclear why translators would 
need reference to fewer variants with more exten- 
sive lists of manuscripts; the opposite appears to be 
the case. A feature of the UBS edition not found in 
the NA edition is a rating system in which each 
variant is assigned a letter grade from A to D in de- 
creasing order of certainty. The first to third (cor- 
rected) editions of the UBS text were fairly consis- 
tent in their rating criteria and their distributions 
of ratings, but UBS* has experienced severe “grade 
inflation,” with a disproportionately high number 
of elevated ratings. °° For this reason, many schol- 
ars appear to be continuing use of the third (cor- 
rected) edition, since the text is the same, and to be 
consulting the fourth edition for the updating of 
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the witnesses to various ratings, although these are 
minimal. Editions of the Greek NT by Souter and 
Kilpatrick are also still used, the first done for the 
Oxford Classical Texts (OCT) series by a scholar 
known to be a fine textual critic in his own right, 
and the second for the British and Foreign Bible So- 
ciety, reflecting Kilpatrick’s rigorous eclecticism.*? 


C. Textual Types 


The manuscripts used to be classified according 
to family, implying that one could establish clear 
lines of descent that, when traced backwards, would 
eventually lead to the original manuscript. As knowl- 
edge of manuscript kinds and relationships has in- 
creased, it has become increasingly difficult to 
identify clear family ties, and most scholars prefer 
today to refer to text types. The implication is that 
there is far less concern for the supposed ancestor 
of a manuscript than for the similarities and differ- 
ences it may have in relation to other manuscripts. 

There are three major manuscript types: Alex- 
andrian, Western, and Byzantine, with the possibil- 
ity of a fourth, the Caesarean. 


1. Alexandrian Text 


The Alexandrian text type consists of manu- 
scripts that were once thought to originate in Alex- 
andria, Egypt, a major center of textual scholarship 
in the Hellenistic period. Indeed, textual studies 
(practiced then for the preservation of the ancient 
classical writers, such as Homer and the tragedi- 
ans) seem to have originated among the scholars of 
the Alexandrian library. Manuscripts of the Alex- 
andrian type are the earliest we have, and the vast 
majority of the papyrus texts seem to reflect the Al- 
exandrian text type. The Alexandrian text type is 
generally agreed to have been prepared by careful 
and skiliful editors in the tradition of Alexandria. 
The earliest texts in this group seem to point to 
their origin early in the second century. The Alex- 
andrian texts are now generally favored by schol- 
ars as the most reliable, although each passage 
must be discussed independently. As mentioned 
above, Westcott and Hort used Codex Sinaiticus 
(&) and Codex Vaticanus (B) as their so-called neu- 
tral texts, believing that they showed the least evi- 
dence of having been affected by outside influences, 
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TABLE 12-1 


ALEXANDRIAN MANUSCRIPTS 


Pauline Epistles 


Catholic Epistles 


ps Chester Beatty Papyrus 3d cent. 
ae | Chester Beatty Papyrus A.D. 200 
py Bodmer Papyri AD. 200 
75 : 
oY) Bodmer Papyri A.D. 200 
Pe Codex Sinaiticus 4th cent. 
B Codex Vaticanus 4th cent. 
Later Alexandrian Gospels Codex Regius 8th cent. 
TESS Codex Borgianus 5th cent. 
Ww Codex.Freerianus (or Washingtonensis) | 5th-cent. 
Alexandrian portions Luke 1:1-8:12 and 
dohn-5:12-21:25 
50 
Acts Pp 4th or 5th cent. 


Codex Alexandrinus“! 


Oxyrhynchus Papyri 


5th cent. 
a 5th cent. 


3d cent. 


Revelation A 


although the concept of a neutral text is no longer 
widely used in textual criticism. Most of the papy- 
rus fragments with Pauline texts follow what is 
often called the proto-Alexandrian, or early form of 
the Alexandrian, text type. Quotations in Clement 
of Alexandria and Origen and certain Coptic ver- 
sions tend to be Alexandrian as well, since Clem- 
ent and Origen lived in Alexandria, the primary 
location of the Coptic church. 


Oxyrhynchus Papyri 


A Codex Alexandrinus 5th cent. 
Codex Alexandrinus 5th cent. 


early 3d cent. 


Table 12-1 gives information on some of the 
important Alexandrian manuscripts (including the 
Chester Beatty papyri, mostly housed in Dublin; the 
Bodmer papyri in Oxford). 


2. Western Text 


The Western text type is so named because the 
earliest known forms of this manuscript type came 
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from the western part of the Roman Empire, in- 
cluding Rome and northern Africa. This text type 
has undergone serious and repeated reevaluation 
in recent years. Its fortunes have changed from 
being highly revered for offering insight into the 
Jewish elements of the early church to being seen 
as merely reflecting corruptions that tended to ex- 
pand the text. Scholars of late have settled on a 
middle position, noting that although the Western 
text type contains many expansions, in some in- 
stances it seems to preserve an earlier reading than 
the Alexandrian text type. The Western text type is 
thought by some to have been a deliberate revision 
of an earlier text, although most scholars believe its 
lack of homogeneity indicates the haphazard growth 
of a textual tradition. The book of Acts has a dis- 
tinct Western text version (D), the relation of which 
to the Alexandrian tradition continues to interest 
scholars.** Several early church fathers are thought 
to have used the Western text type, including per- 
haps Marcion and probably Tatian, Irenaeus, 
Tertullian, and Cyprian, on the basis of their NT ci- 
tations, and it had a wide geographical distribu- 
tion. The Early Latin versions reflect the Western 
tradition as well. The following are important 
Western text manuscripts. 


Gospels: D (Bezae Cantabrigiensis; 5th or 6th cent.); W (Mark 
1-5:30; Washington; 5th cent.) 


Acts: 929 (Oxyrhynchus; 3d cent.); $338 (A.D. 300); 148 (late 
3d cent.); D (Bezae Cantabrigiensis; 5th or 6th cent.) 


Pauline Epistles: DP (Paris; 6th cent.); EP (9th or 10th cent.); 
FP (9th cent.); GP (9th cent.) 


3, The Byzantine Text 


The Byzantine text type, which did not appar- 
ently emerge before A.D. 350, is considered the lat- 
est of the three major text types. It is so named 
because of its distribution throughout the Byzantine 
Empire. Since it comprises more than 80 percent of 
all of the manuscripts, it is also called the Majority 
Text. The Byzantine text type is characterized by 
relatively late manuscripts. It is a mixed text, re- 


sulting from editorial work in the fourth century to 
produce a “smooth, easy, and complete text."*? The 
result is conflated and longer readings, generally held 
to be the furthest from the originals. The following 
are important Byzantine text manuscripts. 


Gospels: A (Alexandrinus; 5th cent., the earliest Byzantine 
text); E (Basel; 8th cent.); F (9th cent.); G (9th cent.); K (9th 
cent.); W (Matthew; Luke 8:13ff.; John 1-5:12; Washington; 
5th cent.) 


Acts: H (9th cent.); L2? (9th cent); P® (9th cent.) 


Epistles: LP (9th cent.); 049 (9th cent.) 


Revelation: 046 (10th cent.) 


4. Caesarean Text 


Some scholars debate about a fourth text type, 
the Caesarean text. The Caesarean text, if it is a 
text type, is often identified with Origen, who lived 
in Caesarea. It probably originated in Egypt and 
was brought by Origen to Caesarea, then to Jerusa- 
lem. This text type includes a compromised mix- 
ture of Western and Alexandrian readings and a 
literary tendency toward elegance. Many lectionaries 
reflect the Caesarean text, as do citations in Origen 
and Eusebius, and the Old Armenian, Old Geor- 
gian, and some Old Syriac versions. Since it is 
today regarded as the least homogeneous of the 
major text types, there is doubt regarding its cate- 
gorization as a text type. 


ys (Chester Beatty; 3d cent.); W (Mark 6ff.; Washington; 5th 
cent.); i! (collection of minuscules; 12-15th cent.); ts (collec- 
tion of minuscules; 11-15th cent.); 28 (minuscule; 11th cent.); 
q (9th cent. Old Latin version) 


Some of the texts listed are mixed. For example, 
C (5th cent.) is a palimpsest (a manuscript that has 
been written over a previous text, with the text of 
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interest having been rubbed out to make way for 
the new text) that combines all of the major text 
types. Codex A (5th cent.) is Byzantine for the Gos- 
pels and Alexandrian for the rest. Those interested 
in pursuing more precise definitions and bound- 
aries of these categories should consult a standard 
reference tool, such as the Alands’ or Metzger’s in- 
troductions to their respective Text of the New Testa- 
ment, to find the exact breakdown of the sections. 
Some of the manuscripts are in several sections 
housed in different places (e.g., nie, with portions 
in Michigan and Dublin. 

In judging the relative merits of a given read- 
ing found in these three or four major text types, 
one needs to consider several factors. The first is 
the age of the manuscript. An older manuscript 
has a higher probability of being closer to the origi- 
nal reading than does one much later. The second 
factor is the distribution of readings among the 
manuscripts. If all the readings come from the 
same type of manuscript, there is the suspicion that 
all these readings come from the same earlier 
manuscript, and there is little merit in the numbers 
alone. If a variant is distributed over several types 
of manuscripts, there is the increased chance that 
these are independent witnesses to an earlier reading. 

Besides the manuscripts in Greek, there are 
three other major kinds of external evidence worth 
mentioning. These are the church fathers and other 
early church documents, the old translations, and 
lectionaries. This material has also aroused serious 
discussion of late as it has come into increasing 
prominence in recent textual criticism. Most of the 
writings of the church fathers** are at least as old 
as, or older than, most of the surviving manu- 
scripts, and they can often be dated and located 
fairly precisely, so their quotation or even citation 
of a biblical passage can give some insight into at 
least the version of the various books of the Bible 
that was known in their Christian communities. In 
this sense, the Greek church fathers are easier to 
use than the Latin ones, since the factor of transla- 
tion does not enter into the equation. Nevertheless, 
there are other problems to consider besides the ob- 
vious fact that we do not have the original texts of 
these Fathers (indeed, attempts are only now under 
way to establish critical texts for many of these 
Fathers through the same principles of textual criti- 
cism discussed here). For example, it is not always 
possible to tell when the church fathers are quoting 


directly or simply paraphrasing and thus what the 
use of a particular passage might say about the 
reading that they had before them. Likewise, in 
some of the church fathers the same passage is 
cited several times in widely differing forms. What 
is the best course to take when a church father of- 
fers a reading that is significantly different? For ex- 
ample, Clement of Alexandria (ca. 170), one of the 
first Christian scholars, cites Matt 21:9 as stating 
that “the children” went forth (Tutor 1.5), some- 
thing not found in any of our NT manuscripts, all 
of which are later than Clement. Should we include 
the reference to the children at this place in the NT 
text? For several reasons, including the tendency in 
a number of church fathers to introduce references 
to children where none are found in the biblical 
text, this reading should almost assuredly be re- 
jected.*° This illustrates that the church fathers 
have their own interests and are not necessarily to 
be relied upon as indicators of the best and earliest 
texts. 

Besides passing down the textual tradition in 
Greek, a number of churches early on engaged in 
translation of the NT into their particular lan- 
guages. For example, there are Syriac, Armenian, 
and Gothic versions, besides a wide range of Old 
Latin versions to consider, some of them in quite 
fragmentary form.*® Again, besides the problem 
that we do not possess the original of any of these 
versions and hence textual criticism must be done 
here as well, there is the serious question of trans- 
lation. The complexity of the issue is that these 
texts are in languages different from the original 
text of the NT and require not only the understand- 
ing of these languages but knowledge of the vari- 
ous principles of translation that may have been 
used in the course of their development. There is 
the further problem, exacerbated by the difference 
in languages, of determining which text was before 
the translator. The problems with these transla- 
tions necessarily introduce the question whether 
they are good guides in establishing the original 
text of the NT. In some cases, however, they can 
help to clarify certain issues; for example, the 
Syriac Peshitta does not have John 21 (on the ques- 
tion whether John 21 belonged to the original Gos- 
pel, see ch. 8, above). 

The third and final source to mention is lection- 
aries.” Lectionaries are collections of biblical pas- 
sages that were used for liturgical purposes. The 
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texts are often marked to indicate the units for li- 
turgical reading. There are many possible insights 
to be gained from lectionaries, since they illustrate 
the most important texts of a particular church 
community. Nevertheless, there are limitations to 
this evidence. For example, only two lectionaries 
date to before the sixth century (1 1604 and ! 1043); 
most are Byzantine and hence relatively late. Lection- 
aries are selective in their contents and organize 
their pericopes, or shorter texts, in a way that does 
not agree with the majority of later lectionaries, so, 
without the original text for comparison, it is diffi- 
cult to know how to account for variations in a 
given text. Although lectionaries have been ne- 
glected, more attention has rightly been given to 
them in recent textual criticism. Nevertheless, their 
importance must still be established for a given 
variant. 


D. Internal Criteria 


Discussion of the internal criteria for determin- 
ing an original reading can be divided into two dif- 
ferent categories.*® One way of discussing them is 
in terms of unintentional and intentional changes.*? 

Intentional changes are those introduced by a 
scribe for a variety of conscious reasons. Most of 
these changes were probably made with only the 
best of intentions in mind, the scribe attempting to 
correct a text that was perceived as in some way in 
need of alteration or change. In some cases, these 
were merely grammatical changes, such as the cor- 
rection of the spelling of a word or the smoothing 
out of a sentence. These may seem relatively harm- 
less; nevertheless, there are implications. For ex- 
ample, the Greek of the NT was originally written 
in a form of Greek typical of that used in the Greco- 
Roman world. Under various cultural and linguis- 
tic pressures, especially prevalent in the Alexan- 
drian manuscript tradition with its emphasis upon 
textual propriety, more “proper,” or Attic, spellings 
and phrasings were introduced. Other kinds of in- 
tentional changes were introduced as well, includ- 
ing alterations of content. For example, it is com- 
mon to find one of the copyists apparently chang- 
ing the wording of one of the Synoptic Gospels to 
conform it to the other two Gospels and thus bring 
them into full harmony. Or OT quotations in the NT 
may be changed so that they agree more closely 
with the OT text. Another alteration is apparent in 


Mark 1:2, where some later manuscripts change 
“Isaiah the prophet” to “the prophets” because the 
text quotes Malachi in addition to Isaiah. There are 
also theological alterations, designed either to elu- 
cidate an obscure statement or to alter a statement 
that may have appeared to be out of character with 
the rest of the NT. In Mark 13:32 some manuscripts 
have excluded the reference to the “son” not know- 
ing the day and hour because that would imply a 
limitation to Jesus’ knowledge, something the 
church may not have wanted to promote. Some 
statements designed to clarify the text may well 
have never been intended to be part of the text but 
were written in the margin, only to be added later 
into the main text itself by another scribe. Many of 
these textual variations may have arisen before the 
text reached scriptural status, when some may have 
felt freer to improve, correct, or change the text. 
This probably happened more in the Gospels be- 
cause of synoptic parallels. 

Unintentional changes are those introduced 
through no predetermined effort or plan by the 
scribe involved in copying the manuscript; rather, 
they are the kinds of changes that would normally 
creep in during the process of writing out the 
manuscript. Many of these become readily under- 
standable when it is realized that the earliest texts 
were written in continuous writing, that is, with- 
out a break between letters or words, in capital let- 
ters. For example, a scribe might write an incorrect 
letter (especially when so many of the Greek capital 
letters are written so similarly, such as ITI or 
AAA), mishear a vowel (since many of the vowels 
were pronounced in the same way, such as the 
omicron and the omega with short o and long o 
vowel sounds), skip a line or two between two 
words ending in the same letters (e.g., John 17:15 in 
Codex Vaticanus [B] reads, “I am not asking you to 
protect them from the evil one,” leaving out “to 
take them out of the world, but”), or repeat the same 
material between words ending in similar letters. 

The probable correctness of a given reading, 
with regard to whether it involves unintentional or 
intentional changes, can be judged against two sets 
of criteria. One concerns what a scribe might do in 
a given instance (transcriptional probabilities); and 
the other, broader linguistic and literary consider- 
ations of authors (intrinsic probabilities). Most of 
these criteria have a certain amount of innate 
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sense to them, although they are not always recog- 
nized or heeded. 


1. Transcriptional Probabilities 


The first category of internal criteria is tran- 
scriptional probabilities. These kinds of readings 
can be accounted for by recognized scribal habits. 
The following transcriptional probabilities are some 
of the better known and more common ones. 


a. The more difficult reading that still makes 
sense is generally to be preferred, especially when 
the sense appears at first glance to be in error but 
proves understandable on further analysis. The 
tendency appears to have been for a scribe to re- 
solve difficult phrasing into simpler or more straight- 
forward, possibly even expanded, wording. Hence 
the more difficult reading that is still comprehensi- 
ble has more likelihood of being correct. A notori- 
ous example is how Rev 1:4 has been changed from 
the awkward grammar of nominative-case nouns 
following a preposition when the genitive case is 
required. In Mark 10:40, the Greek letters should 
probably be read as “for those,” rather than one 
word, “for others,” which does not make sense in 
the context. 


b. The shorter reading is generally to be pre- 
ferred, especially where it is clear that a scribe 
has duplicated material (dittography). The ex- 
ception to the priority of the shorter reading would 
be where it is clear that the scribe has omitted ma- 
terial (haplography)—for example, by skipping 
over material (parablepsis) because words have 
similar endings (homoioteleuton), similar begin- 
nings (homoioarcton, or similar middle sections 
(homoiomeson), or by excising material considered 
superfluous, harsh, impious, and so forth. These er- 
rors could have been made by a scribe reading out 
the text for others to copy. There are also errors 
caused by a scribe’s faulty hearing. A classic ex- 
ample of haplography occurs at Luke 10:32, where 
Codex Sinaiticus omits the verse, probably because 
a scribe’s eye jumped from the same verb at the 
end of 10:31 to 10:33. 


c. The less well harmonized parallel passage is 
generally to be preferred. For example, in Mark 
13:11 one variant includes both the verb from the 
parallel in Luke 21:14 (“prepare in advance”) and 


the verb found in other Markan manuscripts 
(“worry beforehand”). 


d. The rougher or less refined Greek is gener- 
ally to be preferred, since scribes often substi- 
tuted more familiar words, altered grammatical 
expressions to the more refined Attic construc- 
tion, or added words to make a smoother text. 
For example, the use of “and” in Rev 1:6 between 
the Greek participles in v. 5 and the finite verb 
“made” in v. 6 has been deleted by many Alexan- 
drian texts. 


2. Intrinsic Probabilities 


Intrinsic probabilities look at larger linguistic 
and literary patterns as a guide to determining 
what an author may have done, whether inten- 
tionally or unintentionally. They are often taken 
into account in trying to decide the original read- 
ing, since they tend to indicate broad and consis- 
tent authorial tendencies. 


a. One should consider the style and vocabu- 
lary of the author throughout the book, realizing 
that a fine balance must be maintained in recogniz- 
ing the more difficult reading without adopting a 
variant reading that would be totally foreign to the 
author’s vocabulary and style. 


b. The immediate context must also be exam- 
ined. In Col 1:23 some manuscripts have added a 
number of extra words to describe Paul, including 
“preacher” and “apostle,” rather than leaving him 
simply as a “servant,” which is more appropriate to 
the context and probably what the author wrote. 


c. When one considers harmony with the au- 
thor’s usage elsewhere, and especially harmony 
with Gospel parallels, the less harmonious reading 
is generally to be preferred as what the author 
would have written. Thus Mark 10:7 in some 
manuscripts introduces the words “and he will be 
joined to his wife,” which are found in Matt 19:5. 


d. The possible linguistic backgrounds of the NT 
must also be considered. Concerning Paul, this al- 
most assuredly means attention to the Greek lin- 
guistic context. Concerning the teaching of Jesus, 
for many textual critics this has often meant a pre- 
dominant focus upon the Aramaic background of 
the Gospels and the early chapters of Acts. But the 
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discussion above (see secs. 2.B, 2.C) should make 
clear that this cannot be assumed; the Greek back- 
ground must be considered as well. Thus at Acts 
2:30 “heart,” found in some texts, is thought to 
represent an Aramaic source, and “belly” is from 
the Lxx. Both are to be rejected for “loin” as what 
the author probably wrote. 


e. One should consider the priority of Mark. 
The conclusion that Mark is the first Gospel is dis- 
puted in some circles and is certainly not as secure 
as it appeared to be earlier in this century. Never- 
theless, the priority of Mark should still be given 
preference, since it is by far the most plausible ex- 
planation of the synoptic problem. Markan priority 
does not, however, solve all of the textual issues in 
a simplistic way. 


f. The influence of the Christian community 
upon the formulation and transmission of a pas- 
sage cannot be minimized. Passages that reflect 
later church accretions and explanations ought al- 
most certainly to be rejected. For example, as emo- 
tionally and spiritually satisfying as the pericope of 
the woman caught in adultery may be (John 
7:53-8:11), it is almost assuredly not original to the 
author of John’s Gospel and should be rejected as 
part of the original text of the NT. To be rejected as 
well are the additional endings of Mark’s Gospel. It 
is fairly easy to show how each of the verses of the 
longer ending finds its antecedent in some other 
verse in the other Gospels and Acts, revealing that 
this ending was constructed later, almost certainly 
to provide what some in the early church consid- 
ered a more suitable conclusion than the abrupt 
ending at Mark 16:8 (see ch. 8, above). 


E. Conclusion 


The text-critical reading finally decided upon 
should be defensible both externally and inter- 
nally.° One of the best tests of the plausibility of a 
solution to a textual difficulty is to create some sort 
of relationship among the variants, such that the 
original reading is able to account for the develop- 
ment of the other variant readings. If one is able to 
do this, there is a good chance that the solution ar- 
rived at gives at least a plausible explanation of the 
earliest reading and of the subsequent readings 
that were derived from it. 
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4. TEXTUAL TRANSMISSION AND BIBLE 
TRANSLATIONS 


A. Ancient Writing and Its Materials 


By the first century A.D., a number of writing 
materials were in use in the ancient world.>! These 
included at least the following: stone, upon which 
were placed what are called inscriptions (writing 
on stone); clay and wooden tablets, often used in 
ancient writing, and fragments called potsherds 
(ostraca are potsherds containing writing); cured 
animal skin, called parchment; metal surfaces, 
such as copper, through etching (e.g., Qumran’s 
Copper Scroll [3QTreasure or 3Q15]); and papyrus. 
By far the most common writing surface was papy- 
rus,” made from the papyrus plant, a reedlike 
plant that grew abundantly in Egypt and later was 
grown in other regions. The plant was taken and 
cut into strips, which were laid out flat, with the 
grain running either horizontally or vertically, and 
bonded together. Sheets of off-white papyrus were 
then used for writing, either individually or joined 
together (an average sheet was 9.75 in. high and 
7.4 in. wide). Papyrus was not particularly expen- 
sive in the ancient world, and as the abundant 
finds in the Egyptian rubbish heaps of the nine- 
teenth and early twentieth centuries illustrate, sheets 
were not often reused for the sake of economy. 

Papyrus was a very strong writing material, as 
its endurance through the centuries has well illus- 
trated. The preferred side for writing is often called 
the recto, on which one writes with the horizontal 
grain. The back side is often called the verso, on 
which one writes with the vertical grain. Papyrus 
was at first joined together end to end to form 
scrolls (the join was called a KddAnots, kollésis), 
with the verso side on the outside. Later all of the 
sheets were joined at one end into the codex (even 
if the sheets were made from joined sheets of papy- 
rus and folded over). Parchment was made by 
scraping and smoothing the skins of animals down 
to a lower layer suitable for the reception of ink. 
The flesh side, as opposed to the hair side, is prefer- 
able for writing; but the hair side, being rougher 
and more absorbent, often preserves the text better. 
For example, the flesh side of P.Vindob. Greek 
2324, a fifth-century lectionary (1 1043), is in many 
places virtually unreadable, but the hair side is still 
clear. Although at first papyrus was more impor- 
tant as a writing surface for the church, parchment 
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later became far more important than papyrus, 
though the latter continued to be used. The rea- 
sons for the change from papyrus to parchment are 
not clear; it took place even in Egypt, where papy- 
rus was in abundant supply. 

To write upon papyrus and parchment, scribes 
used various forms of writing nibs and inks. The 
writing tool of the Greco-Roman world was usually 
a relatively thick piece of reed with a point sharp- 
ened by a knife, but metal pens were occasionally 
used. Carbon- and metal-based inks were used. The 
carbon-based ink, from soot, was easier to use and 
quite enduring. It also had the advantage of being 
more easily corrected or even rubbed out. In gen- 
eral, carbon-based ink was used on papyri, and 
metal-based ink on parchment. The metal-based 
ink has proved destructive to the surfaces on which 
it was used, Many manuscripts today have only an 
outline of their previous lettering, since the metal- 
based ink has eaten its way through the surface. 
For example, on P.Oxy. 840, a small parchment 
written in metal-based ink, one must reconstruct 
many of the letters from their remaining outlines. 

At first, the NT texts were probably originally 
written and also copied onto papyrus scrolls. The 
scroll, however, had a number of limitations as a 
writing surface. One is length. Over the years, the 
size of scrolls increased up to 19.7 feet, but with this 
increase came a growing unwieldiness. Not only 
were the scrolls difficult to handle; writing on them 
was also difficult. Second, since a scroll could only 
be so long, there was a limit on the amount of ma- 
terial that could be copied onto it. A third difficulty 
was accessibility. In order to find a passage, the 
reader had to unroll the scroll, possibly going all 
the way to the other end. If someone, for example, 
was using a scroll of Paul’s letters and wanted to 
check a passage in Romans while reading 1 Thessa- 
lonians, the scroll had to be wound back to virtu- 
ally the beginning. In any event, this had to be 
done at the end of a reading to prepare for the next. 

Most scholars are now of the opinion that the 
Christian church had a significant early influence 
upon writing and its materials by its active use of 
the codex.®° The codex was an early form of what 
we would today recognize as a book, developed 
probably in the first century. Instead of joining 
sheets of papyrus together end to end, with writing 
on one side only, the codex had sheets of papyrus 
or parchment folded in half and fastened on one 


end (this is called a gathering). The advantages of 
the codex are several. First, there was less limita- 
tion upon size, since extra sheets of writing ma- 
terial could be added to a gathering of pages, espe- 
cially if one realized, before beginning to write, that 
extra length was needed (early on, however, 
scribes also realized that separate gatherings of 
pages could be added at the end of a codex). A sec- 
ond advantage was the increased economy and 
compactness of writing on both sides of the sheet 
(this was possible with scrolls also but, for some 
reason, was virtually never done)—thus doubling 
the usefulness of the writing material—and of putt- 
ing individual texts together in one grouping. A 
third advantage was ease of use and access. A 
reader did not need to unwind an entire scroll to 
find a passage but simply turned pages until reach- 
ing the proper place. The fourth—and arguably 
most important—reason the church adopted and 
even promoted the use of the codex appears to 
have been the ability thus to imitate the sacred tab- 
let in Judaism.*° The church used both papyrus 
and parchment for its codices. In secular literature, 
the increased use of the codex was slow in coming, 
but in Christianity the codex became prominent 
very early on, so that the vast majority of early 
Christian texts are from codices rather than scrolls. 

By the fourth century, the codex form had de- 
veloped sufficiently so that all of the writings of the 
OT and NT could be collected into one large codex. 
Several of these large parchment codices have sur- 
vived. For example, Codex Sinaiticus is a beautiful 
example of a parchment codex, with thin sheets of 
about 15.6 in. by 27.3 in. folded in half, and four 
columns per page in the NT.~” It includes most of 
the OT, plus all of the books that we now include in 
our NT, plus Barnabas and portions of the Shepherd 
of Hermas. Codex Vaticanus also includes much of 
the OT and most of the NT, including 1 and 2 Clem- 
ent. These two codices probably date to the first 
half of the fourth century. The later Codex Alex- 
andrinus (5th cent.) also contains most of the two 
Testaments, plus 1 and 2 Clement and Canticles. 
There are also some pages of individual manu- 
scripts that have page numbers on them, indicat- 
ing that they were part of a larger collection. Nev- 
ertheless, even in the fourth and fifth centuries it 
was still apparently quite common for individual 
writings to circulate without being gathered into a 
single book of the Bible. Since so many of the ex- 
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tant manuscripts are fragmentary (i.e., only a small 
portion of a single sheet has been found), it is diffi- 
cult to know the extent of the text of which the 
fragment is a part. 

The first copies of the NT were written in Greek 
capital letters, called majuscule or sometimes un- 
cial letters, with usually no space between letters 
and virtually no punctuation. All of the manu- 
scripts designated as papyri (with a ) and a num- 
ber) are written in these capital or majuscule let- 
ters, as are the codices with a letter or with a num- 
ber beginning in zero. The quality of the writing of 
these manuscripts differs greatly. Some of the early 
ones are written in very small, tightly packed lines. 
p? (3d cent. A.D.) is such a manuscript, with small 
thin letters written on a slight angle. Many of these 
early manuscripts were not written by professional 
scribes. By the middle to late fourth century, how- 
ever, the quality of the writing had improved, since 
the church began to use better-trained scribes to 
make copies of its sacred texts. These later manu- 
scripts are often quite beautiful, with writing on 
ruled lines and with a precisely calculated number 
of letters to a line and number of lines to a page. 
This kind of regularity is occasionally noted on 
other ancient manuscripts, and the study of the 
number of letters or syllables to a line and lines to a 
page is called stichometry.®® It can be very helpful 
in attempting to reconstruct a manuscript, although 
some recent textual criticism seriously questions its 
value. If we know the number of characters to a 
line and lines to a page and there is writing on the 
back, we can attempt to calculate the size of a 
given page and hence determine whether a given 
variant reading may have been in a given manuscript. 

Over time, a larger number of punctuation 
marks, section divisions, and even word separa- 
tions began to be used in manuscripts. By the 
eighth to tenth centuries, these are fairly common, 
although not entirely systematically used. By the 
ninth and tenth centuries, some scribes began to 
use spaces between the words and write in lower- 
case letters. These manuscripts are called minus- 
cules, used until the 1500s, when the printing press 
was invented. Some of these texts can be consid- 
ered works of art, since they have been highly dec- 
orated with elaborated letters and pictures. These 
decorated manuscripts are called illuminated man- 
uscripts, and they include not only biblical but 
other kinds of texts, such as devotional books. 
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The deciphering of manuscripts is quite diffi- 
cult. The difficulties with majuscule manuscripts 
are particularly noteworthy, since they constitute 
the most important NT documents. These difficul- 
ties are caused by a number of factors. First is the 
poor state of preservation of many texts. Virtually 
every one of the papyrus biblical fragments was 
found in the sands of Egypt in the nineteenth or 
early part of the twentieth centuries. The earliest 
papyrus text found is P.Ryl. Greek 457 (= p>), a 
codex fragment of John’s Gospel (18:31-33, 37-38) 
dated to around A.D. 125.°? Most were part of texts 
that had been thrown out, and so preservation was 
not of importance. They show signs of deteriora- 
tion, including drying out and damage from such 
elements as water and sand (nevertheless, they are 
surprisingly resilient to have lasted so long). A sec- 
ond difficulty is that the writing conventions for 
continuous capital letters do not make decipher- 
ment easy. It requires a trained eye to differentiate 
the various letters, especially as some of them may 
be incomplete, and then to divide them into their 
individual words. Often the ink has come off the 
papyrus, or the papyrus may be abraded or rubbed 
out at a particular spot, or it may even have a hole 
in it. A third difficulty is that the style of handwrit- 
ing both is particular to a given scribe and changes 
over the centuries. One must learn the peculiarities 
of a given scribe—for example, whether that scribe 
uses any ligatures (characters composed of two 
connected letters) or writes letters in such a way 
that they are easy to confuse with others (e.g., A 
vs. A or M vs. N). Greek handwriting also devel- 
oped over the centuries; this provides one of the 
means by which manuscripts are often dated. But 
the dating of manuscripts is not a precise science, 
with scholars often differing by several centuries in 
their estimates. It is fair to say, however, that 
Byzantine writing, especially of the later periods, is 
significantly different from that of the Roman pe- 
riod. Copyists sometimes give some form of identifi- 
cation in a colophon either at the beginning of the 
manuscript or at the end of a book. A particularly 
beautiful example concludes the book of Baruch in 
Codex Alexandrius.® A fourth difficulty in the deci- 
pherment of manuscripts is that part of the con- 
vention of writing was to use various types of 
shortened forms of words. In Christian scribal 
circles, special forms of the names “God” and 
“Jesus” and those of people, significant places in 
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the Bible, and so forth were frequently employed. 
These are called nomina sacra, or “sacred names,” 
and are often indicated in the manuscript with a 
line over the two or three letters used in the new 
form. For example, IHCOYC (Inoots) might be 
written as IC. Minuscule manuscripts have their 
own peculiarities, as minuscule handwriting was 
often used as a form of shorthand with highly con- 
nected letters. The later manuscripts, both majus- 
cule and minuscule, are often in better condition 
than those of the earlier period, but their value for 
textual criticism is often less, since they are further 
removed from the earliest forms of the manuscript 
tradition. 

As a result of these difficulties, when scholars 
read papyri and parchment manuscripts, they use 
a set of conventions to indicate their readings.°? 
One of the best procedures is for the textual critic 
first to write what is called a diplomatic text. This 
transcribes the text from the papyrus or parchment 
as closely as this can be done. Various degrees of 
certainty of the reading of a particular letter should 
also be indicated—for example, by use of dots 
under fairly clear but not absolutely certain letters, 
and of square brackets around letters that are in- 
troduced by the editor. A regularized text should 
then be produced. This is the Greek text written out 
with proper word divisions, accentuation, and res- 
torations of incomplete words, and so forth, and 
still indicating what is certain and what is ques- 
tionable in the transcribed text. Indicating the cer- 
tainty of the scholar’s readings is important so that 
other scholars will not later use the transcription 
and exegete what may only be the reconstruction 
of the scholar who read the text originally. There 
are numerous stories of how questionable readings 
have become part of a textual tradition. For ex- 
ample, the standard English versions of one of the 
apocryphal gospels, P.Vindob. Greek 2325, the so- 
called Fayyum fragment, translate a reading that 
was later abandoned by the first scholar reading it 
and then changed by later readings. 


B. Translations Ancient and Modern®™ 


The LXX was one of the great translation pro- 
jects of the ancient world.®° From the third century 
B.C. portions of the OT began to be translated into 
Greek for the use of Jews in Alexandria, Egypt, who 
were not able to read their sacred literature in He- 


brew. The value of this translation was readily ac- 
knowledged, and it was copied and used in Jewish 
communities throughout the Greco-Roman world 
(the Diaspora), apparently even in Palestine. In the 
second century A.D. the Jews began to make 
other Greek translations of their Scriptures (e.g., 
Theodotion), but the Christians continued to use 
the LXX. From almost the first days of Christianity, 
its sacred literature was translated into other lan- 
guages. The earliest translations were the Old 
Latin, the Syriac, especially the Syriac Peshitta, 
and the Armenian. Work on some of these began 
in the second century. 

For Christians of the west, the Latin version of 
the Scriptures, compiled by Jerome and called the 
Vulgate, essentially became the sacred text. The 
early translations of the Bible into English, such 
as that by John Wycliffe in 1480, followed the Vul- 
gate. During the Reformation, Erasmus was the 
first to compile a Greek NT. As mentioned above, 
he did this on the basis of a limited number of - 
later Byzantine minuscule texts (which constitute 
the majority of texts), since the most important 
codices and the papyri had not yet been discov- 
ered. His edition published in 1633 became known 
as the Received Text, or Textus Receptus, since it 
was the one received as the standard edition. Most 
of the translations of the Bible into English from 
that time until the early part of the twentieth cen- 
tury were based upon this so-called Majority Text. 
The KJV (1611) was based on such manuscripts. 
The KJV has been greatly venerated, but arguably 
much of its most memorable phrasing is from the 
earlier translation of William Tyndale (1534). For 
example, his translation of Matt 7:7 reads, “Ask 
and it shall be given you: seek and ye shall find: 
knock and it shall be opened unto you.” Tyndale 
was the first person to translate the English Bible 
from the original languages, rather than the Latin.” 
The KJV prevailed until the early part of the last 
century, when a veritable explosion of English 
Bibles began to be produced.°8 

What is a translation of the Bible? The question 
is probably better put, What is the purpose of a 
given translation? Sometimes a distinction is made 
between a proper translation and a paraphrase, but 
this is not very useful. Much of the earlier thinking 
about translating tried to distinguish between more 
and less literalistic renderings of the original lan- 
guage, but it has been superseded by the work on 
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translation by the United Bible Societies, especially 
under the influence of the linguist Eugene Nida.©? 
A translation can be defined as a careful rendering 
of the words, phrases, and larger units of structure 
(e.g., paragraphs) of the Bible in their original lan- 
guages into another language, taking into consid- 
eration the various nuances of the language, the 
cultural background, and idioms—all put into 
meaningful equivalents of another language. A 
paraphrase is not different in kind but in degree. 
Since no translation from one language to another 
can be made exactly word for word and still make 
sense (try to read the interlinear portions of an in- 
terlinear Greek NT), a translator attempts to arrive 
at the full sense of a unit of thought in one lan- 
guage and to translate it into similar meaningful 
units of thought in another language. Some trans- 
lations are better than others in terms of their read- 
ability, their faithfulness to the original, and their 
theological orientations, and hence are suitable for 
various purposes. What follows is a brief categori- 
zation of some of the translations that are currently 
available on the market.”” 

A number of translations can be placed to- 
gether as careful and serious renderings that are 
still fairly conservative in their decisions. These in- 
clude the Revised Standard Version (RSV), the New 
Revised Standard Version (NRSV), New Interna- 
tional Version (NIV), New English Bible (NEB), the 
recent Revised English Bible (REB), the Jerusalem 
Bible (JB), the New American Bible (NAB), and the 
New Jerusalem Bible (NJB).” Each of these, in vari- 
ous ways, provides a translation that can probably 
be used for study of the NT in both an academic 
and an ecclesiastical context. In other words, one 
can use it in private study of the text, often in con- 
junction with the original Greek, and in the corpo- 
rate study and reading of Scripture, especially in 
liturgical contexts. 

Several translations make better study aids for 
those working in the Greek text. These include the 
American Standard Version (ASV) and the New 
American Standard Bible (NASB). The first is en- 
cumbered by some archaic English, and the second 


does not always find the most idiomatic English ex- 
pression. But especially the second serves as a use- 
ful guide to the original Greek, even if it does not 
always provide a smooth English translation of the 
Greek. 

Several translations are noted as excellent 
reading Bibles but are perhaps less well recom- 
mended for use with the Greek text. These are 
the Today’s English Version (TEV, formerly the 
Good News Bible) and the Contemporary English 
Version (CEV). Both of these directly reflect the 
translational- or functional-equivalence theories of 
Nida. The first is very important in the history of 
Bible translation, since it marked a strong depar- 
ture from traditional literalistic translation and the 
incorporation of principles of linguistics into Bible 
translation.” 

Other translations may be less useful for eccle- 
siastical purposes than those above, although they 
may often provide insights in personal study. These 
include many of the personal translations, such as 
those by Phillips, Weymouth, Rieu, Lattimore, 
Berkeley, and Moffatt.”? Other freer translations 
that are perhaps less useful include the Amplified 
Bible (because it loses the literary sense by includ- 
ing, for many of the translated words, numerous 
synonyms, most of which are not sensitive to the 
context of the passage); the Cotton Patch Version, 
reflecting a particular socioeconomic context; and 
the Living Bible, now recently revised as the New 
Living Translation. 

For study purposes, it is, of course, best if a per- 
son utilizes the original languages, along with one 
or two of the translations recommended in the first 
two groupings above. But if a person is not able to use 
the Greek NT, consulting several of these transla- 
tions, perhaps one that is more Greek-text-oriented 
and one that is a better English-reading Bible, is to 
be recommended. In any case, one should make a 
serious study of the issues of each passage, rather 
than seek first some translation that agrees with 
one’s prejudice. By utilizing study and translations 
in a responsible way, the reader can gain insight 
into passages that require further consideration. 
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THE ORIGINS OF THE CHRISTIAN BIBLE 


1, INTRODUCTION: THE NOTIONS OF 
SCRIPTURE AND CANON 


The sacred literature of the early Christian 
church included, but was not limited to, what we 
now Call the Old Testament (or “First Testament”). 
Eventually a number of Christian writings also 
began to take their place alongside these Scriptures 
of the early church and were used in worship, 
teaching, the church’s apologetic, and its mission. 
Like the Scriptures of the First Testament, those of 
the New Testament (“Second Testament”) were 
also incorporated into the life of the churches and 
offered identity and direction to them. What pro- 
cesses or circumstances led the churches to accept 
this literature as sacred Scripture? The question is 
significantly more complicated than some might 
suppose, in part because neither the processes nor 
the criteria employed to identify its sacred litera- 
ture are described in detail anywhere in the early 
church fathers. 

The processes by which the various books of 
the Bible came to be recognized as sacred Scripture 
and placed alongside other sacred books in a canon 
of Scripture have long been of special interest to 
the church.” The attention given to this subject in 
the last hundred years, however, is out of propor- 
tion to the attention it received before the end of 
the nineteenth century. There is much we do not 


know about this subject, and it requires far more 
study than has been done to this point. 

For both Judaism and Christianity the final au- 
thority for faith is, of course, God, but especially in 
the later stages of OT Judaism the belief arose that 
the revelation and will of God were disclosed not 
only in mighty acts through which Yahweh in- 
vades history, such as the exodus, but eventually 
also in written materials. In the Pentateuch, for ex- 
ample, the writing down of something was an im- 
portant mark of revelation (Exod 24:12; 31:8; 32:15, 
32; 34:1; Deut 4:13; 8:10; etc.). Just as Moses wrote 
down the commandments of the Lord in Exod 24:4 
and 34:27, so also did Joshua in Josh 24:26 and 
Samuel in 1 Sam 10:25. In the book of Deuteron- 
omy, which was probably written in its present 
form toward the end of the OT era, the king is 
called upon to write down for himself a copy of the 
law of God for reading all the days of his life to re- 
mind him of the statutes of God and to be humble 
in his dealings with his people (Deut 17:18-20). The 
people also are called upon to write the words of 
God on their doorposts (6:9; 11:20). By way of con- 
trast, the Gospels do not indicate that Jesus wrote 
any books or letters; nor did he command others to 
write anything down.? Eventually, however, many 
Christian writings were recognized for their value 
in preaching and teaching in the ministry of the 
church, and subsequently their sacred status was 
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also acknowledged in the Christian community. 
The literature that was recognized from both the 
OT and the NT was broad and varied, but it was 
eventually gathered into collections of sacred Scrip- 
ture, and the limits of that collection were fixed. 
This is what became the Christian Bible. 

Scripture is essentially a written revelation of 
the word and will of God communicated to his 
people. When a particular writing was believed by 
a religious body to have its origins in God and that 
community recognized its authority for the com- 
munity, then the writing was elevated to the status 
of Scripture. This description, however, is only a 
part of an overall understanding of Scripture for 
the early church. Unlike in Judaism, the early church 
understood Scripture to be essentially eschatologi- 
cal; that is, there was the belief that the Scriptures 
had their primary fulfillment in Jesus (e.g., Matt 
2:5, 17, 23; 3:3; 4:14; Mark 14:49; 15:28; Luke 4:21; 
Acts 1:16; John 17:12; 19:24, 28). Paul adds that this 
fulfillment is also found in the Christian commu- 
nity (see Rom 4:23; 15:4; 16:26; 1 Cor 9:10; 10:11), 
but he still sees Jesus the Christ as the norm for under- 
standing and using the Scriptures (2 Cor 3:12-16). 
The church held that the OT writings were of un- 
impeachable authority (John 10:35; Matt 5:18) and 
that they had a christological fulfillment because 
they bear witness to Christ. Their authority is ac- 
knowledged insofar as they point to God’s activity 
in Jesus Christ. There is no question that the OT 
(the limits of which were not yet fully defined in 
the time of Jesus) was authoritative in the early 
Christian churches (Matt 21:42; 22:29; 26:56; Luke 
24:32, 44; John 5:39; 1 Cor 15:3ff.; etc.). 

Distinguishing the notion of scripture from 
canon is not always easy to do. In some sense, they 
overlap in meaning because a biblical canon is also 
a normative guide for a religious community. Both 
terms are at this point interchangeable, but they 
are also distinguishable. While Scripture has to do 
with the divine status of a written document, a 
scriptural canon is a fixed collection of sacred writ- 
ings that defines the faith and identity of a particu- 
lar religious community. In this sense, all Scripture 
is canon, but a biblical canon is a fixed collection of 
Scriptures that compose the authoritative witness 
for a religious body. 

The Greek kavov (kanon) is derived from kavn 
(kané), a loan word from the Semitic kaneh, which 
means “measuring rod” or “measuring stick.” Among 


the Greeks, “canon” came to mean that which is a 
standard or norm by which all things are judged or 
evaluated, whether the perfect form to follow in ar- 
chitecture or the infallible criterion by which things 
are to be measured. The term “canon” was used 
with a similar meaning as the authoritative guide 
in the fields of sculpturing, architecture, music, 
grammar, art, and even philosophy, as the crite- 
rion or canon by which one discovers what is true 
and false.* This is not unlike the way the biblical 
Scriptures have been understood and employed in 
the Jewish and Christian communities of faith. 

James Sanders adds two other essential char- 
acteristics of canon, that is, adaptability and sur- 
vivability. He has shown that the Jews were able to 
adapt their authoritative Scriptures to new and 
changing circumstances, and the very adapt- 
ability of these Scriptures allowed them to con- 
tinue as authoritative texts within the Jewish 
community.> The same can be said for the Chris- 
tian scriptural canon. Canons are by nature adapt- 
able to the changing life of the believing commu- 
nity, and this explains how the biblical canon con- 
tinues to function as such in churches. Literature 
that no longer speaks to the changing needs of a 
community of faith ceases being canon. In the 
case of both the Hebrew (OT) canon for the Jews 
and the NT canon for the Christians, in time certain 
writings that earlier had been considered sacred for 
a variety of reasons ceased functioning that way 
for the believing communities, and they simply 
dropped out of use. 


2. THE PROBLEM OF DEFINITION: 
CANON 1 AND CANON 2 


A large part of the difficulty in canonical stud- 
ies concerns definitions. What is a biblical canon? 
Gerald Sheppard has shown two ways of under- 
standing the notion of canon in the ancient world.° 
The first of these is what he calls “canon 1”: some- 
thing functions in an authoritative manner in a 
community, that is, as rules, regulations, or guides. 
Canon 1 is present wherever there is a respect for 
some authority within a community. It is also a 
flexible or fluid authority that is not yet fixed. The 
other understanding of canon, what he calls “canon 
2,” comes when these canon 1 authorities be- 
come more fixed in a given community. A canon 2 
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authority is one that becomes so well established in 
a given community that very little doubt exists about 
the authority of the text thereafter. There were 
many canon | texts in antiquity. Undoubtedly, for 
some in Israel and for some of the early Christians, 
this included the acceptance of apocryphal and 
pseudepigraphal writings as sacred authorities. In 
the case of the OT, only probably the Law and the 
Prophets fall under the category of canon 2 before 
the time of Christ. In the case of the NT, only a few 
writings were generally accepted in a canon 2 fash- 
ion before the end of the second century A.D. 
When the Greek Old Testament (LXX) was pro- 
duced (ca. 250-225 B.c.), only the Law was trans- 
lated into Greek; the Prophets (circulating in a 
collection ca. 200-180 B.C.) and Writings (circulat- 
ing in a looser form ca. 130 B.C. or later) were 
added only later. It is difficult to know the precise 
contents of the LXX in the first century B.C. or A.D., 
since no complete copies from that time survive, 
but that the LXx had expanded to include the 
Prophets and Writings is virtually certain. The NT 
writers use the LXX in more than 80 percent of 
their references to the OT, and these citations come 
from each of the three categories of the Hebrew 
Scriptures—the Law, Prophets, and Writings. The 
authority given to the LXX in antiquity is obvious 
from the sensational description of its translation in 
the legendary Letter of Aristeas (ca. 190 B.C—A.D. 35).” 
For the author of this letter, the law of Moses was 
unquestionably accepted as canon 2. If the Prophets 
and Writings had already obtained that status 
when the LXX was started, it is puzzling that they 
were not also included in the initial translation. 


3. THE OLD TESTAMENT CANON 


Although a discussion of the formation of the 
OT biblical canon is normally reserved for OT intro- 
ductions and separate works on the OT, we have 
included it here because its literature was the first 
primary sacred literature of the early Christian 
church. The designation “Old Testament” is a 
Christian term that appeared at the end of the sec- 
ond century in Irenaeus and Tertullian to distin- 
guish the Christian writings from those sacred 
writings preceding them. This literature signifi- 
cantly influenced the writers of the Christian litera- 
ture (of which the NT is the most important part) 


and all subsequent generations of Christians. For 
example, Clement of Rome uses numerous refer- 
ences to the OT to support his teachings about 
Christian conduct in his letter to the Corinthians (1 
Clem. ca. A.D, 90-95). There is scarcely a page of 
the NT that does not cite or use imagery from the 
OT. This brief section on the formation of the OT 
and its acceptance within the emerging Christian 
community necessarily involves some inquiry into 
the formation of the Hebrew Scriptures. 

Until the time of the Reformation, the church 
generally had a much larger collection of OT Scrip- 
tures than we find now in Protestant Bibles. The 
process of recognizing the authority of the OT began 
prior to the NT era, but the finalization of that pro- 
cess {canon 2) was not settled, either for rabbinic 
Judaism or for the church, until probably well into 
the fourth or fifth centuries. 


A. The Scriptures of Judaism and 
Early Christianity 


There are numerous places in the OT where a 
prophet who spoke a word of admonition to an- 
cient Israel could have strengthened his case con- 
siderably by citing a text from the Law. Amos, for 
instance, could have had a stronger argument for 
his reproof of the house of Israel had he enlisted 
texts from the Law to support his accusations 
against Israel (see Amos 2:6-16; 5:1-6:14; and the 
five visions in 7:1-9:15), but he did not. Similarly, 
Hosea might have intensified his argument against 
Israel had he cited sacred texts from the Decalogue 
about the Israelites’ having no other gods before 
the Lord (Exod 20:4—6), but he did not. Nathan the 
prophet also could have been more specific about 
David’s murder of Uriah and his adultery with 
Bathsheba violating specific commandments of the 
Law had he quoted “You shall not murder” or “You 
shall not commit adultery” from the Decalogue 
(Exod 20:13-14); instead he told David a parable 
about an injustice done to a disadvantaged man to 
reinforce his case against him (2 Sam 12:1-15). He 
tells David that he has broken the word of the Lord 
(12:9), but does not indicate what that word is. It is 
difficult to read into this passage a reference to a 
codified law that prohibited such conduct, since 
there are no other references to such laws in the 
rest of 1 and 2 Samuel. Even if the law of Moses did 
stand behind the prophet’s message, citing a spe- 
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cific violation of the law would have greatly added 
to the impact of the writer’s message on the writer's 
audience. Joshua appeals to keeping the “book of 
the law” (Josh 1:8), but this kind of reference is rare 
and not as obvious in Judges (see a reference to the 
word of the prophet in Judg 6:8-11, but with no 
clear recollection of a sacred text). There are many 
such examples of silence elsewhere in the OT. For 
some, this lack of citation of the Law raises the 
question whether the Law functioned as canon or 
absolute authority in Israel during this time. When 
did the OT take on canonical authority in Israel? 
Why did it not function as canon more promi- 
nently before the reforms of Josiah, where its use 
becomes explicit (2 Chron 34:14-33)?8 At the end of 
the period of the first temple, there was a concerted 
effort to show the relevance of the law of Moses to 
the people, that is, to acknowledge them as canon 
2. With the reforms of Ezra there is a clear call to 
observe and obey the law of Moses (Ezra 10:2-3; 
Neh 8:1-8). 

In time, similar authority—but never equal au- 
thority—was conferred upon the Prophets, no doubt 
first upon those sometimes called the Former 
Prophets and later upon those called the Latter 
Prophets. Recognition of the Prophets, or at least 
some of them (Sir 49:8-10), appears to have taken 
place at the latest around 180 B.C. Our primary 
witness for this is Sirach, who shows an aware- 
ness of the books of Ezekiel, Job, and the Twelve 
Prophets (or Minor Prophets). Sirach may not be 
referring to a collection of the writings of the 
Prophets but to the heroes who were prophets. The 
passage in Sirach falls at the end of his “History of 
Famous Men” (Sir 44:1-50:24), throughout which 
he shows an awareness of the contents of some of 
the books of the Prophets as he tells the story of the 
famous persons or activists in his list.? Neverthe- 
less, knowledge of the books of the Former and Lat- 
ter Prophets and of the book of Job are obvious in 
the passage. Minimally there is a canon 1 recogni- 
tion here.!° 

When Sirach’s grandson, or someone else (au- 
thorship is uncertain), wrote the prologue for the 
book of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) and translated it into 
Greek for those in Alexandria (ca. 130 B.C.), he de- 
scribed the literature that had already been trans- 
lated for them as “the Law and the Prophets and 
the others that followed them.” In a subsequent 
paragraph, while describing the difficulty of trans- 
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lation from Hebrew to Greek, he states that there 
are differences that remain in the translation of 
“the Law itself, the Prophecies, and the rest of the 
books,” as well as in the translation of his grandfa- 
ther’s work. We do not know what these “other 
books” are for sure.!! It is anachronistic to read 
back into ancient times circumstances and views 
that only later obtained widespread acceptance in 
Israel. We do see, however, the beginnings of a 
three- or four-part collection of sacred Scriptures 
emerging among the Jewish people. Philo (ca. A.D. 
20-35), for example, mentions the holy books of the 
Therapeutae or Essenes, which they take with them 
into their sacred shrines or holy places in Egypt. 
These included “the laws and the sacred oracles of 
God enunciated by the holy prophets, and hymns, 
and psalms, and all kinds of other things by reason of 
which knowledge and piety are increased” (Contemp. 
Life 3,25).2 It is impossible to conclude from these 
references that there were three specific and well- 
defined collections of sacred Scriptures, let alone 
what was in them. The fact that there were other 
books found at or near Qumran and placed in a sa- 
cred collection by an Essene community other than 
the Therapeutae in Egypt requires us to be cautious 
about equating these books with those that eventu- 
ally made up the Hebrew Bible or the Protestant OT 
canon. In the recently translated Qumran text 
Migsat Maaseh ha-Torah (4QMMT, c. 150 B.C.), there 
is also a reference to three or possibly four categories 
of sacred writings. The text reads in part, “surely, 
for your good we bring our words forward and we 
write [to] you to pay attention to the Book of Moses 
and to the words of the prophets as well as to David 
and the day to day chronicles through the ages. "3 In 
this text, the third and fourth categories are vague. 
Does the third category, David, refer to the Psalter 
and the fourth category, the “day to day chroni- 
cles,” refer to Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah, and pos- 
sibly Esther? Neither Philo’s text nor the halakic 
letter known as Miqsat Maaseh ha-Torah presents a 
clear statement about the contents of what is later 
identified in rabbinic writings as the Ketuvim or 
Hagiographa (the Writings). They do show us that 
both the Therapeutae in Egypt and those addressed 
by the Migsat Maaseh ha-Torah text from Qumran 
had three or four categories of writings. But whether 
these are like the writings discovered later at Qumran 
or like the more precise threefold division of the 
Scriptures mentioned in Josephus (see sec. B, below) 


604 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


is uncertain. We must also be cautious in deciding 
whether, in either Philo or Migsat Maaseh ha- 
Torah, the reference is to a closed collection of 
writings (canon 2) that possessed clearly defined 
boundaries, '* 

In the NT, Jesus is recorded as making reference 
to a three-part collection of Scriptures that includes 
“the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms” 
(Luke 24:44), Whether the last category should be 
taken to include all of what later came to be known 
as the Ketuvim is disputed. For some time, scholars 
have claimed that in several rabbinic writings the 
term “fifths” (Heb. homashim) sometimes refers not 
just to the five books of the Pentateuch but also to 
the five parts of the book of Psalms, and even to the 
whole of the Ketuvim.) If this is correct, and if it 
was also so understood in the first century, then it 
could be argued that Jesus endorsed the whole He- 
brew biblical canon. That conclusion, however, 
goes beyond the evidence at present.!¢ 

We simply cannot be sure that texts dating 
considerably after the time of Jesus can clarify for 
us what Jesus, Philo, or Migsat Maaseh ha-Torah 
meant by a reference to the “psalms.” The problem 
here is that the terms “Ketuvim” and “Hagiographa” 
are not found in the first century as references to 
the third part of the Hebrew Scriptures, nor is the 
term “fifths” used in reference to any part of the 
biblical canon at that time. We cannot be sure 
that “psalms” in the first century ever referred to 
anything more than psalmic literature. Further- 
more, it is not at all certain that the Ketuvim, the 
third section of the Hebrew Bible, began with the 
Psalms. At the end of the first century A.D., it is 
probable that only the Law and the Prophets were 
clearly defined and that the third section was 
still in need of definition. The references to the 
“psalms” in Migsat Maaseh ha-Torah, Philo, and 
Luke probably refer only to the psalms that, along 
with the Law and the Prophets, composed most of 
what was generally recognized as canonical and 
fixed (canon 2) in the first century A.D.” The sec- 
ond-century A.D. Mishnaic tradition in m. Yad. 3:5 
shows that Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes (or 
Qoheleth) were still being disputed in at least the 
rabbinic community, if not elsewhere among the 
religious leaders in Israel.'® 

Thus, there is no first-century evidence that the 
Psalms stood for the whole of what later was called 
the Ketuvim. Although there is evidence that a 


third part of the Hebrew Scriptures was emerging 
in Israel even before the time of Jesus, there is no 
clear statement from the first century indicating 
what was in this third part. For most Jews of the 
first century, the third part of their Scriptures was 
still imprecise, and because it is likely that the early 
Christians acknowledged the same scriptural col- 
lection in the first century A.D., the full scope of the 
OT was also imprecise for them. 


B. Josephus’s Scriptural Canon 


Some scholars argue that Josephus's well- 
known text in Ag. Ap. 1.37-43, which was written 
in defense of Judaism, demonstrates that all Jews in 
the first century A.D. accepted a three-part, twenty- 
two-book biblical canon. On the surface, the pas- 
sage is one of the strongest arguments in favor of a 
closed biblical canon in the first century, as some 
scholars maintain. Ellis, for instance, argues that 
Josephus contradicts any views about an undeter- 
mined biblical canon in the first century, and says 
that this well-known passage was “a closely rea- 
soned polemic against inter alia the work of an eru- 
dite Alexandrian grammarian, and he could not 
afford to indulge in careless misstatements that 
could be thrown back at him.” He adds quickly 
that Josephus did not write for his own Pharisaic 
party but for all the Jewish people.!? The most sig- 
nificant portion of this well-known text from 
Josephus is as follows: 


Our books, those which are justly accredited, are but two 
and twenty, and contain the record of all time. ... 


We have given practical proof of our reverence for 
our own Scriptures. For, although such long ages 
have now passed, no one has ventured either to add, 
or to remove, or to alter a syllable; and it is an in- 
stinct with every Jew, from the day of his birth, to re- 
gard them as decrees of God, to abide by them, and, if 
need be, cheerfully to die for them. (Ag. Ap. 1.39-42 
[Thackeray, LCL]) 


There are two important observations about 
this reference: first, not Josephus's twenty-two-book 
canon eventually obtained in Judaism but, rather, 
the twenty-four-book canon that was popular even 
in Josephus’s own day (see 2 Esd 14:44~48); and 
second and more important, it is well known that 
Josephus was given to exaggeration. A number 
of scholars have questioned the reliability of 
Josephus’s comments on the extent of the Jewish 
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biblical canon at the end of the first century A.D. 
Leiman points out that the above passage was writ- 
ten in an apologetic context, that is, as “a vigorous 
rebuttal” not only against Apion but also against 
all who denied the antiquity of the Jews and their 
sacred literature. Therefore, he argues, Josephus is 
contending for the accuracy of the Hebrew Scrip- 
tures as reliable history, not arguing for them as 
Scripture. Leiman contends that Josephus’s com- 
ment that “no one has ventured to add, or to re- 
move, or to alter a syllable” is simply without 
justification, since “it is inconceivable that Josephus 
was unaware of the wide range of textual divergency 
that characterized the Hebrew, Greek, and Ara- 
maic versions of Scripture current in first century 
Palestine.” But how do we account for the exclu- 
sive language about the contents and inviolability 
of the Hebrew Scriptures in Josephus? Leiman ar- 
gues that this rhetoric has several parallels in clas- 
sical historiography, and concludes that Josephus 
need not be taken literally.2° Feldman, even more 
critical of Josephus’s reliability, cites several ex- 
amples where he exaggerates and is given to propa- 
ganda, especially in the defense of Judaism, which 
is, of course, the context of Against Apion. Feldman 
reviews the prejudices and inaccuracies of Josephus 
and concludes that “he is far from infallible” in this 
regard. He believes that Josephus is generally reli- 
able in the topography and geography of the land 
of Israel and also in matters of economics, but 
he is nonetheless a propagandist in the defense of 
Judaism against the pagan intellectuals of his 
day. D. J. Silver claims that Josephus’s twenty- 
two-book canon reveals his wish rather than the 
actual state of affairs regarding the biblical canon 
in his day, and maintains that there were many 
such texts circulating in that time with a claim to 
canonical authority, “with more appearing all the 
time.”*” Since Josephus claims that the succession 
of prophets (Ag. Ap. 1.41) ceased with Artaxerxes, 
the son of Xerxes, whom he identifies in Ant. 
11.184 as Ahasuerus from the book of Esther, it is 
understandable why he concluded his biblical 
canon as early as he did, but this view was not the 
only view about prophecy among the Jews of the 
first century. : 

Although Leiman acknowledges that Josephus 
frequently exaggerated in his writings, he still be- 
lieves that Josephus presented a standardized bibli- 
cal canon that could be verified: “He could hardly 


lie about the extent or antiquity of the canon; any 
Roman reader could inquire of the nearest Jew and 
test the veracity of Josephus’ statement.”?* This as- 
sumes, however, that any Jew would know the 
contents of the biblical canon and would be inter- 
ested in the question. Leiman further assumes that 
all Jews would agree on the matter. It is precisely 
this kind of questioning that Melito, bishop of 
Sardis at the end of the second century, could have 
done in his own community, where there was a 
large Jewish population, but evidently, he could 
not find sufficient awareness of the scope of the bib- 
lical canon in his own city. He therefore made a 
special trip to the east (Palestine) to discover the 
contents of the Hebrew Scriptures/Christian OT 
(Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 4.26.13-14). If the church had 
received a closed biblical canon from Jesus, it is odd 
that the bishop of a prominent church at the end of 
the second century did not know the books that 
made up his Bible. This would be strange indeed if 
the matter had been settled for a long period in the 
church, but not so strange if the matter was still 
uncertain. 

Where did Josephus get his understanding of 
the biblical canon, if it was not widely held infor- 
mation in his day? Ellis and Beckwith have noted 
that a later version of Jub, 2:23-24 contains the first 
reference to a twenty-two-book scriptural canon, 
and may stand behind the reference in Josephus, 
Ag. Ap. 1.37-43.7> The original text of Jubilees was 
probably written ca. 150 B.C. and was corrupted in 
transmission. Several versions of Jub. 2:23-24, in- 
cluding the Ethiopic text, have survived from antiq- 
uity.”° The earliest form of the text that we possess, 
however, does not have the reference to the 
twenty-two-book collection. The later version may 
have been an insertion placed in the text during a 
time when the notion of a twenty-two-book canon 
had subsided in Israel, but the tradition of the 
twenty-two books was well known among the church 
fathers, who frequently referred to it.” They appar- 
ently passed on this canon in the church longer 
than it continued in the rabbinic traditions. It is 
likely, therefore, that the twenty-two-book canon 
did not originate with Josephus and that he may 
have depended on an earlier form of the text of Ju- 
bilees, but this is not obvious or certain. Whatever 
the source of this twenty-two-book canon, it is diffi- 
cult to affirm by the available evidence that 
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Josephus’s scriptural canon was as widespread and 
inviolable as he claims. 

Some scholars continue to argue that the He- 
brew Scriptures were completed no later than the 
second century B.C. and that they were endorsed 
by Jesus and accepted by the earliest Christian 
communities.”° This does not seem to square with 
the attitude of the earliest followers of Jesus, how- 
ever. They were informed in their thinking by the 
apocryphal writings and, in the case of Jude, a 
pseudepigraphal writing (Jude 14-15 citing 1 En. 
1:9).7? A further difficulty with this position is the 
widespread use of the apocryphal and pseudepigra- 
phal writings in the apostolic fathers and other 
church fathers after them. To account for this, we 
must argue, as some do, that the early church fa- 
thers simply lost the biblical canon that had been 
given to them by Jesus, that their understanding of 
the use of tradition was different from ours, or that 
a final biblical canon (OT) was never given to them 
in the first place. Since they were so keen to pass 
on the traditions of Jesus both orally and in written 
form and since they never mention that a biblical 
canon was handed on to them by Jesus or attribute 
one to him, it seems reasonable to say that they 
never received one from him. In light of this evidence, 
it appears that the OT as now constituted was not 
complete in the time of Jesus and that discussions 
of the contents of the biblical canon were not 
raised in the same way in that day. Had the con- 
tents of a biblical canon as we now know it been of 
interest to Jesus or his earliest followers, it seems 
reasonable that at least one tradition about its con- 
tents would have been preserved in the church.” 


C. The Completion of the Old 
Testament Canon 


Over the last eighty or more years, the most 
popular view regarding the completion of the OT 
canon has been that the third part of the Hebrew 
Scriptures was defined or closed at a “council” of 
rabbis that took place at Jamnia (Jabneh) at the 
end of the first century A.D.*! This view is still 
held by some scholars today, but recent work has 
rejected its credibility. Some scholars assume that if 
the Jamnia theory is set aside, then the most rea- 
sonable time for finalizing the third part of the 
Hebrew Bible is sometime earlier than Jamnia. 
Leiman, for example, claims that the third part of 


the Hebrew Bible reached its present form no later 
than the time of Judas Maccabeus (ca. 165 B.C.), 
who collected the Hebrew Scriptures after the at- 
tempts of Antiochus Epiphanes to destroy them. Ju- 
das’s collection of the scattered and remaining 
Scriptures provides the most obvious place of ter- 
mination for the Hebrew Scriptures.** The passage 
cited in support of this position (1 Macc 1:56-57), 
however, only refers to the law being destroyed. 
Even though Leiman believes that “law” applies to 
all of the Scriptures of the Hebrew Bible, it is not clear 
from this passage how the third part of the Bible 
was completed as a result of Judas’s activity. That 
conclusion cannot be drawn from the Maccabean 
literature. We suggest that the third part of the He- 
brew Bible and the full scope of what is now the 
Christian OT did not come to finalization before the 
time of Jesus, or even in the early second century 
A.D. This occurred for some rabbinic Jews near the 
end of the second or early third century A.D., and 
even later for others. For the Christians, this final 
definition probably took place in the last half of the 
fourth century or following. Our reasons for this 
conclusion follow. 

1. The rabbinic text bar. b. B. Bat. 14b, which 
is the first rabbinic text to identify specifically the 
books of the Hebrew Bible in Babylon, was a 
baraita written sometime toward the end of the 
second century A.D., and was not included in the 
accepted Mishnaic traditions at the end of the 
second century. It did not find acceptance in the 
late-second-century/early-third-century Mishnah 
of Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi. We do not dispute that 
some second-century sages held to the canon in 
b. B. Bat. 14b, but at that time this baraita was a 
minority position and did not occupy much inter- 
est in the rabbinic tradition. In the second cen- 
tury A.D., apart from Melito’s similar but not 
identical list, published by Eusebius in the fourth 
century (see sec. B, above), of OT books, the 
baraita has no other parallels. 

2. The apocryphal 2 Esd 14:44—48 (ca. A.D. 
90-100) shows that, besides the twenty-four books 
of the Hebrew Bible that were acknowledged as 
holy books at the turn of the century and whose 
identity is unclear, seventy other books were also 
deemed to be inspired by God and authoritative. 
According to the tradition, these seventy other 
books were transmitted by God to Ezra and his 
scribes (2 Esd 14:19-48) and were reserved for wise 
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individuals, a reference to their special holy nature 
and spiritual insight. If they were not considered 
scriptural or inspired, would the author of 2 Esdras 
have indicated that they were transmitted by God 
(14:22—26) and were to be given only to the wise 
among them, “for in them [the seventy books] is 
the spring of understanding, the fountain of wis- 
dom, and the river of knowledge” (14:47)? Many of 
the early Christians welcomed 2 Esdras into their 
sacred collections and even made significant addi- 
tions to it by transforming parts of the legend into 
a Christian text. This would be strange indeed if 
their biblical canon had been settled before the 
time of Jesus. 

3. Christians readily made use of many non- 
canonical writings in an authoritative manner 
soon after the time of Jesus. This suggests that 
their OT canon was not complete during his day. 
This point is hardly debatable, since the many 
references to noncanonical literature in the apos- 
tolic fathers is well known, some of them even re- 
ferring to this literature as “scripture.” If the 
Scriptures were already in a fixed form in the first 
century A.D., why is it that the first traditions 
that identify this canonical literature are in the 
late second century in Melito of Sardis and in the 
bar. b. B. Bat. 14b? Is it because it became neces- 
sary to construct such a list only later, when the 
scope of the biblical canon became blurred in the 
church as some scholars suggest, or is it because 
the matter had not yet been settled in the churches? 
More important, if the matter were settled ear- 
lier, in the time of Jesus or before, how is it pos- 
sible that there are so many variations in the 
canonical lists of OT books that were drawn up by 
the Christians in the fourth, fifth, and sixth cen- 
turies??? If we must assume that the earliest 
Christians had a well-defined OT canon, we must 
also conclude that subsequent generations of 
Christians lost it!?* That is highly unlikely given 
their interest in preserving the tradition of Jesus 
and the apostles (the regula fidei, rule of faith). 

4. When we try to establish the canon of Jesus 
by tabulating the Scriptures he cites (not an illegiti- 
mate procedure if we are mindful of the way he 
cites them),° what do we say about the Scriptures 
that he does not refer to—for example, Judges, 
Song of Songs, and Esther? Should we only use 
sources that Jesus quotes, or do we rely on the fact 
that he quoted passages from all three of the divi- 


sions of the biblical canon, even if they were not 
well defined by the end of the first century even by 
Josephus? If we knew for certain the precise con- 
tents of the biblical canon at that time and if we 
were also certain of three well-defined collections of 
Scriptures, we might be able to argue this way. We 
simply cannot know this, however, either from the 
ancient testimony available inside and outside the 
Bible or from the references that Jesus made to his 
disciples. We do not know what the absence of a ci- 
tation of a book means in terms of Jesus’ canon. 
Since we have no complete record of all that he 
said (observe John 20:30) and since, for the most 
part, the sayings of Jesus that we do have are ad 
hoc (that is, he was responding to specific situa- 
tions), how can we know for sure what his entire 
biblical canon was? As far as is known, no one ever 
asked Jesus the scope of his Bible and he did not 
say, so the argument from citations and quotations 
is two-edged—which is often not sufficiently con- 
sidered by those who use it. 

5. The lack of a precise definition of the biblical 
canon among the Amoraim, the rabbinic interpret- 
ers of the Mishnah (third century A.D. and later), is 
consistent with the fact that several of the Writings 
(Song of Songs, Ezekiel, Esther, Ecclesiastes, and 
Proverbs) were still disputed among the Jews dur- 
ing the fourth and fifth centuries A.D.*° The dispute 
was never resolved by reference to an earlier time 
when these writings had been accepted or “canon- 
ized.” Further, the acceptance of at least two non- 
canonical writings (Sirach and Wisdom of Solomon) 
was debated among the sages in terms of whether 
they “defiled the hands” (i.e., were sacred Scrip- 
ture; see no. 7, below) (y. Ber. 11b; y. Naz. 54b; Ber. 
Rab. 91.3; Koh. Rab. 7.11; b. Ber. 48a). This debate 
shows that a precise definition of the contents of 
the Hebrew Bible was still lacking for some rabbis 
at this time. In the collection mentioned by Melito 
(Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 4.26.13-14), he omits Esther 
and includes Wisdom of Solomon without any dis- 
cussion on whether such writings belonged or not. 
If Esther is missing and Wisdom is included, how 
fixed could this collection have been, especially among 
the Jews from whom he presumably got his list? 
Which Jews (or Christians?) gave this canon to him? 

It is almost certain that the framers of the 
Mishnah were the same people who were involved 
in the finalization of the Hebrew Scriptures, but by 
the time such matters were being openly discussed 
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at the end of the second century, there was already 
a move to include in their sacred collection, along 
with the OT, the Mishnah and eventually the 
Tosefta, Genesis Rabbah, Leviticus Rabbah, the two 
Talmudim (the Mishnah and the Gemara), and 
various midrashim of rabbinic Judaism. The expan- 
sion of the Torah-based canon to include not only 
the Hebrew Scriptures but also these other writings 
occurred when the myth of the oral Torah became 
a part of the sages’ teaching. In the fourth century, 
when the sages mentioned the Torah, they no lon- 
ger spoke of a scroll of the laws of Moses but of 
both the written and the oral teaching that were 
revealed to Moses at Sinai (the “whole Torah”). 
This eventually included all that the rabbis taught 
about the Law as well as the Law itself.>” Thus the 
Scriptures of the Jews were expanding, not reduc- 
ing in size, even though the apocryphal and pseud- 
epigraphal writings, for the most part, had dropped 
from their sacred collections. 

The framers of the Mishnah, however, do not 
appear to have been very interested in the scope of 
their Scriptures, since the matter occupies very 
little space in their second-century A.D. delibera- 
tions.*® The framers of the Mishnah apparently felt 
no need to support with the Hebrew Scriptures 
their various prescriptions and proscriptions for 
holy living. This is not what one would expect from 
a community that was “willing to die” for its Scrip- 
tures, as Josephus had argued. Neusner calls this 
absence of references to Scripture in the Mishnah 
“writing without Scripture.”2? This all changed 
when the Amoraim supported the prescriptions of 
the Mishnah in their Talmud with references to the 
Hebrew Scriptures. This was the Amoraim’s way of 
showing that both the written and the oral dimen- 
sions of Torah were the same and did not contradict 
each other. Neusner denies that the Hebrew canon 
was ever closed until after the two dimensions of 
Torah became one and the “whole Torah” became 
the canon of Judaism,?° Kraemer may be more cor- 
rect in saying that the basic contours of the Hebrew 
Bible were eventually defined in the late second 
century AD.,*! even though at the same time the 
canon of the rabbis was expanding, since the 
Amoraim supported nearly all of the passages of the 
Mishnah with texts from the Hebrew Scriptures. 
This practice has some parallels in the early church. 

6. There was no significant discussion of the 
contents of the OT canon in the church, or even the 


notion of canonization as such, in the second or 
third centuries A.D. Only the canon or rule of faith, 
which was regularly employed to deal with the he- 
retical challenges facing the church, was a matter 
of discussion. Both the OT and the NT were regu- 
larly cited by the church fathers to deal with here- 
sies and crises that were confronting the church, 
especially in addressing questions about the nature 
of Christ, but there was no listing of the OT nor any 
long discussions about the contents of a scriptural 
collection at that time. The fact that Melito did not 
know the contours of the biblical canon suggests 
that this issue was not an important one to the 
church of his time and location. Furthermore, 
since only one Hebrew text in the second century 
mentions the contents of the Hebrew Scriptures 
(bar. b. B. Bat. 14b), it is not likely that this was an 
important item for rabbinic Judaism either. 

7. Finally, the absence, both before and imme- 
diately after the time of Jesus, of an appropriate 
term to describe a collection of Scriptures should 
inform us that such a notion was not current then. 
In the second century A.D., the Jews employed a 
category called “defiling the hands” to describe and 
identify their sacred texts. It was then that the de- 
bate started about which books ritually “defile the 
hands.”*? It appears that only with the seculariza- 
tion of the scribal profession, which took place in 
Judaism in the second and third centuries A.D., did 
it become important to distinguish between sacred 
and secular in writings.*? This began to happen in 
Judaism in the context of the Tannaitic writers of 
the late second century and following.*4 Chris- 
tians never used the term “defiling the hands,” but 
in the fourth and fifth centuries they also found a 
relevant term of their own that expressed the sacred- 
ness of their Scriptures: “canonical” or “encovenanted 
scriptures” (TOv EvdiaOKav ypahav, ton endiathekon 
graphon) (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.8.1). 


D. Conclusion 


A major problem for an early closure of the He- 
brew biblical canon is how to account for the larger 
collection of writings circulating among the early 
Christians for several centuries and their free use of 
noncanonical writings in a Scripture-like manner.” 
If they received a closed and endorsed biblical 
canon from Jesus, they nowhere discuss it or show 
any awareness of it. The earliest Christians un- 
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doubtedly followed Jesus’ lead in matters related to 
Scripture, but it is not clear that Jesus endorsed 
any fixed biblical canon. At least, no evidence that 
he did currently exists. If his followers had received 
a canon from him that approximates or is equal to 
our current Protestant OT canon, then they appar- 
ently lost it, since they never refer to it or to Jesus’ 
endorsement of it. When the church fathers and 
church councils began to deliberate and recognize 
a canon of Scriptures in the fourth century, they 
never attributed any of their lists to a tradition 
from Jesus or to some other tradition passed on by 
him through the apostles. It appears, therefore, 
that early Christianity, like Judaism, was simply 
not interested in closed biblical canons the way 
that Christians were later in church history. Im- 
posing such notions on individuals or churches of 
those times is anachronistic. 

So how did the Christians arrive at the OT they 
possess? It is most likely that the first Christians re- 
ceived from the Jews of the first century the Scrip- 
tures that were recognized in much of Judaism 
before the time of their separation from the syna- 
gogues, namely, before A.D. 70. The prevailing col- 
lections of Scriptures at that time most naturally 
became the Scriptures of the first Christians. Por- 
tions of those Scriptures were fixed and well recog- 
nized, especially the Law and the Prophets, but 
final decisions about the Writings and the use of 
apocryphal and even pseudepigraphal writings had 
not yet been made for Pharisaic Judaism in the first 
century. Widespread parallels to, and use of, these 
writings in early Christianity are apparent, even in 
the NT. It is not inappropriate to say that the NT 
writings were informed by more than the canonical 
OT writings. As Metzger states: “For early Jewish 
Christians the Bible consisted of the Old Testament 
and some Jewish apocryphal literature. Along with 
this written authority went traditions (chiefly oral) 
of sayings attributed to Jesus.”?” 

There was no normative Judaism in the time of 
Jesus with a universally fixed and accepted Scrip- 
ture; rather, there were competing sects of Juda- 
ism, of which the Essenes, Pharisees, Sadducees, 
and Christians, as well as Samaritans, were all a 
part. Some recent scholars have tried to show that 
there was no essential difference among these sects 
in the scope of their scriptural canons,*® but the 
evidence from Qumran, for example, suggests that 
the covenanters of Qumran recognized more than 
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the current OT canon (excluding Esther). This con- 
clusion is based on the discovery of many more 
writings in the vicinity of Qumran than the OT 
writings. It is therefore unlikely that the current OT 
canons of the Protestant and Catholic churches 
can be equated with the canon of Scriptures of the 
first Christian community, even though there is 
considerable overlap. The early Christian commu- 
nity appears to have been informed by much more 
than the literature that is in our Bibles today. 

There is a final important observation concern- 
ing the organization of the Christian OT and the 
Jewish Hebrew Bible.4? The books that comprise the 
Protestant OT, and most of the books in the Catho- 
lic and Orthodox traditions (excepting their inclu- 
sion of the apocryphal/deuterocanonical writings), 
are the same as those in the Hebrew Bible. The or- 
dering of the books, however, varies considerably 
between the Jewish and Christian collections. This 
ordering is a later development in both of these two 
religious traditions, and probably comes after the 
various books were selected to be a part of these 
collections. In other words, the recognition of the 
sacredness of these books was a prior step in their 
inclusion in the two different Bibles, and the location 
of the various books in those collections has signifi- 
cance for how those collections are interpreted. 

The current Hebrew Bible (Tanak) begins with 
the books of the Law (Torah), has the Former and 
Latter Prophets (Neviim) in the middle of its collec- 
tion, and concludes with the Writings (Ketuvim). In 
some forms of the Hebrew Bible (e.g. the Leningrad 
Codex) the order of books varies. The story line of 
the Hebrew Bible begins with Genesis and ends at 2 
Kings with the defeat of the tribes of the north (Is- 
rael) and those of the south (Judah) at the hands of 
the Assyrians and Babylonians respectively. The 
Jews were, for the most part, exiled from their land. 
Even after the decree of Cyrus, who allowed the 
Jews to return to their land, most Jews did not return 
but either stayed in Babylon and its environs or im- 
migrated to other lands. The Christian OT extends 
this time line considerably by inserting Ruth after 
Judges and making it a historical book. Chronicles 
are placed after Kings, and Ezra, Nehemiah, and 
Esther are also included in the time line. In Catho- 
lic and Orthodox Bibles, this time line is further ex- 
tended to include Judith, Tobit, and Maccabees. 

In the Jewish canon, the Latter Prophets, begin- 
ning with Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel and including 
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the Twelve Minor Prophets, follow the historical 
narrative to explain the tragedy that has come to the 
nation and why Israel isin its current condition 
given the earlier promises of God (Gen 12:1-3; 2 Sam 
7:10-17). The Writings begin by emphasizing indi- 
vidual piety (the Psalms) and conclude by showing 
how Israel’s history declined from its former glorious 
days, which peaked during the reign of Solomon 
into captivity and deportation. The final part of this 
canon appears to call each individual to personal 
faithfulness to Yahweh. This final collection main- 
tains no significant focus on the coming kingdom or 
blessings of God or any other great promise for the 
nation of Israel. Given the devastating tragedy that 
befell the nation both in the A.D. 70 destruction of 
Jerusalem and in the brief messianic fervor that 
brought about the crushing of the Bar Kokhba re- 
bellion of A.D. 132-135 by the Romans, there was 
very little belief in the rabbinic survivors of those 
disasters that caused the Jews to hope for any fu- 
ture of their nation. For the Jews, the Writings en- 
courage persons to be obedient, to serve, and, 
above all, be faithful to God—this was an appropri- 
ate response of the Jews given their recent history. 
The Christian OT, on the other hand, focuses on 
the future unfolding activity of God that was soon to 
break forth, Christians believed, in the activity of 
Jesus. The Christian canon contains four parts: the 
Pentateuch, the Historical Books, the Wisdom or Po- 
etic Books, and the Prophets. Daniel, one of the Writ- 
ings in the Hebrew Bible, becomes one of the Prophets 
in the Christian Bible. The Prophets’ role in the 
Christian Bible was not so much to explain the ad- 
versity that had befallen Israel as it was to point to 
the gospel of Jesus Christ. By concluding the First or 
Old Testament with the Prophets, both Major (Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel) and Minor (the Twelve), 
the church saw that the prophetic literature pointed 
to hope for a new day in which those who were faith- 
ful to God would be blessed and judgment would 
come to the disobedient. Those days, according to 
this ordering of books, would be preceded by the 
. coming of Elijah the prophet (Mal 4:1-6), who would 
prepare the people of God for the coming rule of the 
Lord. The next part of the Christian Bible, the NT, 
begins with the announcement of the coming of 
Christ by John the Baptist, who is believed by Jesus 
to fulfill the role of Elijah (Matt 11:7-15). As the first 
part of the Christian Bible ends, it anticipates a fu- 
ture that is described in the second part, the NT. 


The following table comparing the two collec- 
tions of Scriptures illustrates the different perspec- 
tives described above.” 


Twelve Minor Prophets 
Hosea 


TABLE 


ORDER OF SCRIPTURE COLLECTION 


13-1 


Torah Pentateuch 
Genesis Genesis 
Exodus Exodus 
Leviticus Leviticus 
Numbers Numbers 
Deuteronomy Deuteronomy 
Prophets (Neviim) Historical Books 
Former Prophets Joshua 
Joshua Judges 
Judges Ruth 
1 and 2 Samuel 1 and 2 Samuel 
1 and 2 Kings 1 and 2 Kings 
Latter Prophets 1 and 2 Chronicles 
Major Prophets Ezra and Nehemiah 
Isaiah Apocryphal/ 
Jeremiah Deuterocanonicals 
Ezekiel Tobit 


Judith 
Wisdom of Solomon 


Joel Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) 
Amos Baruch 
Obadiah 1 and 2 Maccabees 
Jonah Poetic/Wisdom 
Micah Job 
Nahum Psalms 
Habakkuk Proverbs 
Zephaniah Ecclesiastes 
Haggai Song of Solomon 
Zechariah Prophets 
Malachi Major Prophets 
Writings (Ketuvim) Isaiah 
Psalms Jeremiah 
Proverbs Lamentations 
Job Ezekiel 
Five Megilloth Scrolls Daniel 
Song of Songs Twelve Minor Prophets 
Ruth Hosea 
Lamentations Joel 
Ecclesiastes Amos 
Esther Obadiah 
Jonah 
Daniel Micah 
Ezra and Nehemiah Nahum 
1 and 2 Chronicles Habakkuk 
Zephaniah 
Haggai 
Zechariah 


Malachi 
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How the books of the Hebrew Bible and the 
Christian OT are ordered is very important for in- 
terpreting what each community was trying to say 
about this literature and what they believed God 
was doing in the respective communities. The 
Christians believed that they were living in the last 
days of fulfillment that were promised in their OT 
Scriptures, and that the blessings of the new age 
had descended upon them. The Hebrew Bible, on 
the other hand, has a much more sober perspective 
and focuses only slightly on the future of the na- 
tion. It appears from the ordering of its canon that 
such notions were no longer the object of the na- 
tion’s hope. With the stabilization of the biblical 
texts in the second century A.D. and with the 
emerging use of the codex (book form) instead of 
the scroll, it became possible to fix the order of the 
books of the Hebrew Bible. This development and 
the context in which it occurred are important for 
understanding how these sacred texts were read 
in rabbinic Judaism. These circumstances were 
considerably different for the Christian communities, 
and their ordering of books reflects those differences. 


4. THE NEW TESTAMENT CANON 


The complexity of the origins and development 
of the OT canon is also true of the formation of the 
NT canon. It has become common to locate the ori- 
gin and growth of the NT canon in the second cen- 
tury A.D., allowing for minor modifications and 
adjustments in its scope at a later time. The second 
century has largely been accepted as the context 
for the development of the NT canon by such schol- 
ars as R. M. Grant, Hans von Campenhausen, D. 
Farkasfalvy, W. Farmer, B. M. Metzger, F. F. Bruce, 
and Everett Ferguson (see bibliography at the end 
of the chapter). They have attempted to place in 
that century the factors that gave rise to that 
canon, often beginning with Marcion and conclud- 
ing with the Montanists. When the basic assump- 
tion of a semiclosed biblical canon is examined in 
the context of the writings of the second-century 
Fathers, however, it becomes questionable whether 
such matters were ever discussed, let alone consid- 
ered, in the second century. We will examine these 
and other assumptions below and offer the fourth 
century as an alternative context for the finaliza- 
tion of the NT canon. 


A. Recognition of New Testament 
Writings as Scripture 


When the writers of the NT were producing 
their manuscripts, as we observed above, with one 
possible exception (Rev 22:18-19), they were not 
consciously aware that they were producing invio- 
lable or prophetic Scripture. Even though Paul, in 
his advice to the widows, considered his words au- 
thoritative (1 Cor 7:40), he does not claim the au- 
thority of an inviolable Scripture when he writes. 
His final authority is the testimony of Jesus (7:10, 
17), although he frequently refers to the OT to sup- 
port his positions (15:3-5). Paul, however, distin- 
guishes his own words and authority from the 
words and authority of Jesus (7:12, 25; see also 
11:23). 

When do these and other Christian writings 
begin to be recognized as sacred Scripture, and 
when do they begin to take their place in a fixed 
biblical canon? A number of important references 
to the Gospels and Paul appear in the writings of 
the Apostolic Fathers in the late first and early sec- 
ond centuries, and the Gospels and Paul also influ- 
enced subsequent Christian writers of the second 
century—especially in their teaching and preach- 
ing. Until the end of the second century, however, 
the NT was not generally called Scripture.>* 

The NT writings were at first employed to in- 
struct the churches in doctrine.°?> When they 
began to be read alongside the OT Scriptures in the 
worship services of the Christians, as they were in 
the church that Justin Martyr describes in 1 Apol. 
67, then the recognition of the scriptural status of 
these writings had begun, even if those writings 
were not yet generally called Scripture. They were 
functioning in a canonical fashion (canon 1), even 
though there is no reference to a fixed form or col- 
lection (canon 2) of these writings. 


B. Influences toward Canonization 


What influences led to the canonization of the 
NT? No single factor can be isolated, but with the 
recognition of the usefulness of the NT writings for 
instruction and preaching, as well as the practice 
of reading them regularly in the churches, the ac- 
knowledgment of their scriptural status was just a 
matter of time. And that is the most important 
question: how much time? Once their scriptural 
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status was accepted, their eventual inclusion into 
an authoritative collection of Christian Scriptures 
was also a matter of time. Those who accept a sec- 
ond-century context for this process account for its 
emergence in the events of the second century. On 
the other hand, those who see the final stages of 
the process more at home in the fourth century 
argue that it is not easy to establish the broad for- 
mative stages of the canon’s development in the 
second century, even though the recognition of 
some Christian literature as Scripture was wide- 
spread at that time. 

It is generally agreed that some of the first col- 
lections of Christian writings were of Paul’s letters, 
probably already circulating at the end of the first 
century (and perhaps first collected during Paul’s 
own lifetime). Bruce suggests that other collections 
of Christian writings were also circulating at that 
time and observes that the early Valentinian school 
of the first half of the second century also possessed 
and employed many of the NT writings. For ex- 
ample, the Gospel of Truth, which is probably the 
most important of their writings, alludes to several 
of the NT writings, including Matthew, Luke, John, 
1 John, possibly Acts, ten of Paul’s epistles (no Pas- 
toral Epistles), Hebrews, and Revelation. In some 
cases, as Bruce has noted, there were allegorical in- 
terpretations of this literature, and this dem- 
onstrates the authoritative or Scripture-like 
standing it had among the Valentinian Chris- 
tians.** On the other hand, although there is little 
doubt that the Valentinians used a large number of 
the NT writings, there is no focus in the Gospel of 
Truth on the formation of a canon, that is, a spe- 
cific listing of a collection of Christian Scriptures, 
nor yet a limited or fixed number of NT writings. 
Like other Christian communities in the first half of 
the second century, however, the Valentinians 
were making use of the NT writings in their teach- 
ing and preaching. 

A number of scholars contend that several sec- 
ond-century influences were the most important 
factors leading the church to formulate its own 
canon of Scriptures. We will examine the most im- 
portant of these influences below. 


1. Marcion 


Several scholars have claimed that Marcion 
was the first to produce a canonical list of Christian 


Scriptures and that the church responded to his 
action by producing one that better represented 
its life and faith.*° If Marcion produced a biblical 
canon, so the argument goes, this would set a pre- 
cedent for the existence of other such canons in the 
second century. 

By the mid-second century, various Christian 
communities or churches were gradually recogniz- 
ing the usefulness of a body of Christian literature 
for their life and worship, but it is difficult to estab- 
lish a fixed normative Christian collection to which 
one could appeal at that time. Marcion saw the im- 
portance of a collection of authoritative Christian 
writings for use in worship and teaching in his 
community of churches, but his design was not so 
much to document an insight into the normative 
value of a few NT writings (an edited Paul and an 
abbreviated Luke)—that is, the recognition of a 
biblical canon or even Christian Scripture as: 
such—as it was to effect a separation between Ju- 
daism and Christianity. His anti-Judaistic senti- 
ment caused him to reject the use of the OT and all 
other Jewish influences in the Christian commu- 
nity. Marcion recognized, perhaps more clearly 
than others of his day, the difficulty of accepting 
the OT as normative sacred writings for the church 
when vast segments of that literature were no lon- 
ger seen to be binding upon Christians. This was 
especially true of the legal and moral codes and the 
traditions associated with keeping the law. Be- 
lieving that he was following the correct teaching 
of Paul, he argued that Christians were free from 
the law and therefore they had no reason to give 
token allegiance to what had been rendered obso- 
lete by faith in Christ. He rejected use of the most 
arbitrary means of interpreting the OT—the alle- 
gory or typology that many other Christians com- 
monly employed to find meaning and guidance 
from the OT.” Marcion’s rejection of the OT and of 
the allegorical interpretation of it stripped the 
church not only of its Scriptures but also of its 
prized claim to the heritage of Israel’s antiquity and 
to being the religion of historical fulfillment.” The 
church responded by excommunicating him. 

Marcion’s collection of Pauline letters was 
probably not the first such collection, even though 
he may well have been the first to have both a lim- 
ited number of Epistles and a Gospel in a collection. 
It is likely that his collection became available to 
him only because churches before him had first 
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made use of Paul's writings and circulated them to 
other churches (e.g., Ephesians may have been or 
become a circular or encyclical letter intended to 
introduce other Pauline letters to churches [see dis- 
cussion in ch. 10, above]; and Col 4:16 may refer to 
the Ephesian letter that was originally sent to 
Laodicea, since Marcionite Prologues mention a 
letter to the Laodiceans but not one to the Ephe- 
sians). It is safe to assume that several of Paul’s 
writings were circulating in Asia Minor at the end 
of the first century, and even in Rome. Clement of 
Rome (ca. A.D. 95), for example, refers to four of 
Paul’s epistles. 

Marcion may have been an important catalyst 
in causing the church to come to grips with the 
question of which literature best conveyed its true 
identity and possibly also which literature could be 
called Scripture. Marcion’s concern, however, was 
not so much with a NT canon of Scriptures as with 
eliminating Jewish influences that affected the life 
of early Christianity. Both Irenaeus and Tertullian 
strongly reacted against Marcion’s rejection of the 
OT and of ail the Gospel literature except Luke 
(Irenaeus, Haer. 4.29-34; Tertullian, Ag. Marc. 4.2), 
but they did not do so by establishing a canon of 
Scriptures. They responded with the church’s sa- 
cred teachings, that is, its regula fidei, which was il- 
lustrated by a number of OT and NT Scriptures that 
only later became part of a fixed biblical canon. 
With Marcion, however, one finds the first clear 
reference to Luke—though not to Acts—and also 
to a collection of the writings of Paul (ten letters, 
excluding the Pastoral Epistles; his letter to the 
Laodiceans may have been what we call the Letter 
to the Ephesians). When Irenaeus introduced his 
four-Gospel canon, it may have come as a response 
to the teachings of Marcion, but more likely it was 
a response to the ignoring of the Gospel of John in 
the greater church or to Tatian’s Diatessaron, which 
blurred the distinctions between the Gospels.>” 

It is much too strong to say with von Campen- 
hausen, however, that Marcion was the “creator of 
the Christian holy scripture,”©° but it is generally 
conceded that he was the first individual known by 
name to set forth a well-defined collection of Chris- 
tian writings. Although his motive was anti- 
Judaistic, he may have had the effect of spurring 
the church into rethinking its understanding of its 
use of the OT. But this is considerably different from 
saying, as did Harnack, that Marcion was the cause 
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that led the church to adopt a broader NT canon. 
We do not know for certain how many other Chris- 
tian writings were familiar to Marcion, but the 
churches that followed him felt free to edit his work 
and even admitted into their Scriptures verses from 
the canonical Gospels.°! It is not possible to dem- 
onstrate that Marcion knew of all four canonical 
Gospels or other NT writings, but it is likely that he 
was at least aware of the Gospel of Matthew be- 
cause of its widespread popularity in the second 
century. When we observe that Marcion’s follow- 
ers also added to his writings a collection of Psalms 
later rejected by the author of the Muratorian 
Fragment (see lines 83-84) and that the Armenian 
Marcionites probably accepted Tatian’s Diatessaron, 
it appears that, with Marcion, we are not yet talk- 
ing about a closed biblical canon or perhaps even 
about a biblical canon at all. The writings in 
Marcion’s collection no doubt functioned authori- 
tatively (canon 1) in his communities, but there 
was no firmly fixed biblical canon at this time for 
him or for anyone else, and the church did not re- 
spond to him with a different canon of Scriptures 
but with a tradition of truth (the regula fidei) that 
had been handed down through the churches, and 
with the authoritative Christian writings that cir- 
culated in their communities. 


2. The Gnostics 


The gnostic Christians in the second century 
produced a vast amount of literature that they con- 
sidered sacred. Although their roots are somewhat 
obscure, a significant amount of their literature 
has been found and is now preserved in the re- 
cently translated Coptic documents discovered in 
Nag Hammadi, Egypt, near the upper Nile in 
1945.°? These documents, which were originally 
written in Greek and were translated into Coptic, 
have enabled us to view gnostic Christianity from 
its own perspective. Before this discovery, all that 
was known about these people and their views 
came from their opponents, the “orthodox” Chris- 
tians, especially Irenaeus (Haer. 1), who leveled the 
severest attacks against them (see ch. 7, above). 

The widespread esoteric writings of the gnos- 
tics, along with their claims to secret revelations 
from the apostles, were rejected by Irenaeus, who 
argued instead for the legitimacy of the truth of the 
regula fidei that he contends was passed on in the 
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church by apostolic succession through the bishops. 
Notice, for example, his famous line of reasoning: 
“For if the apostles had known hidden mysteries, 
which they were in the habit of imparting to ‘the 
perfect’ apart and privately from the rest, they 
would have delivered them especially to those to 
whom they were also committing the leadership of 
the churches themselves” (adapted from Haer. 3.3.1 
[ANF]). One can scarcely deny Irenaeus’s logic 
here. The presence of these gnostic writings at the 
end of the second century, however, did not lead 
the orthodox churches to define more precisely the 
boundaries or limitations of their Scriptures, as 
some have argued, but the Christian regula fidei, 
their understanding of the truth. It is difficult to 
find a direct relationship between the church’s con- 
frontation with gnostic heresy and the develop- 
ment of a canon of orthodox Scriptures. 


3. The Montanists 


Many canon scholars have emphasized the role 
of the Montanists in spurring the church into de- 
fining more precisely the limits of its sacred Scrip- 
tures. The Montanists, who emerged from Phrygia 
in the mid—-second century, focused on the need for 
a “new prophecy,” rigid asceticism, martyrdom, 
and the presence and power of the Holy Spirit.°* It 
is reported that the Montanists produced a large 
number of prophetic documents (see Eusebius, Hist. 
eccl. 5.16.3-4). Those who most vigorously op- 
posed the Montanists and their new prophecy in 
Asia Minor, the so-called Alogi (from their rejec- 
tion of the divine Logos, or Word, in John’s pro- 
logue), also rejected the Gospel of John and the 
book of Revelation, which were heavily used by the 
Montanists. The greater church also rejected the 
Montanist movement and was hesitant about the 
Gospel of John, because of its focus on the Paraclete, 
and the book of Revelation, because of its apocalyp- 
tic focus. Even Hebrews was called into question by 
the Alogi because it was linked with the Montanist 
crisis,” probably because of its view of the hopeless 
condition of the apostate Christian (see Heb 6:4-6; 
10:26-31), a view that coincided with the Montanists’ 
harsh penitential practice. By the year 200, the 
Montanists had expanded their influence to Rome 
and North Africa, though their most significant in- 
fluence was among rural communities.©” 


In their enthusiasm, the Montanists generated 
numerous “prophetic” books that they claimed were 
divinely inspired. In response, von Campenhausen 
says, the greater church felt the need to identify 
more precisely which literature was inspired and 
which was not and, consequently, which writings 
were authoritative in the church. But did the 
Montanists produce any “scriptural” literature? 
Scholarly opinion is divided on this question.” 
Tertullian defended this practice of producing in- 
spired literature, since it is, he says, mere prejudice 
to heed and value only past demonstrations of 
power and grace: “Those people who condemn the 
one power of the one Holy Spirit in accordance 
with chronological eras should beware.”°? Von 
Campenhausen says that, for Tertullian, “it is the 
recent instances to which far higher respect ought 
to be paid; for they already belong to the time of 
the End, and are to be prized as a superabundant 
increase of grace.””? Tertullian argues that these 
new writings were from God, who “in accordance 
with the testimony of Scripture, has destined 
[them] for precisely this period of time.””! It is im- 
portant that, however far along the canonical pro- 
cess was at this time (ca. 200), it had not so im- 
pressed Tertullian that he was willing to close off 
the possibility of new inspired literature to inform 
his Christian understanding.” 

According to von Campenhausen, the main- 
stream churches rejected the Montanist prophe- 
cies essentially on the grounds that their prophe- 
cies were contrary to the earlier Christian writ- 
ings (now called Scriptures).”? He maintains, 
however, that, because of the Montanists, the 
church could no longer continue having a roughly 
defined canon of Scriptures. He therefore con- 
cludes that the Montanists and their produc- 
tion of numerous books were the primary fac- 
tors that caused the church to define more pre- 
cisely which books belonged to the NT and which 
did not.’* It was at this point, von Campenhausen 
claims, that the last phase of the canonical pro- 
cess began, though it will become clear that this 
phase was apparently by no means complete as a 
result of a polemic against the Montanists.”> On 
the contrary, if the church at large were inter- 
ested in closing the NT canon at this time, one 
would expect to find some discussion in the 
church fathers of such a need or some description 
of a scriptural collection as we find later in 
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Eusebius; but this is precisely what is missing. As 
we noted above, in the second century, the criti- 
cism of the various fringe or “heretical” groups 
was not made with a canon of books but, 
rather, with a criterion of truth. As with Marcion 
and the gnostics, the second-century church 
responded to all such movements with an un- 
derstanding of Christian truth that had been 
handed on in the churches through its bishops, 
not with a fixed canon of Christian writings. It 
also freely used the writings of the early Chris- 
tian community to support its criticisms of such 
movements. 


4, Irenaeus, Clement, and Origen 


In the fourth century, Eusebius reported that 
Irenaeus (170-180) had recognized a canon of 
Scriptures (see Hist. eccl. 5.8.1-9), but this is not 
necessarily the case.. We do not question that he 
had a regula fidei to which he regularly appealed 
(see Haer. 1.10.1; cf. 3.4.2) and that he supported 
with references to those to whom Christ had 
committed this “apostolic deposit,” namely, the 
apostolic community and its writings (Haer. 
4.15.2). It is not clear, however, that he produced 
a canon of Scriptures like those we see beginning 
with Eusebius in the fourth century. Irenaeus 
was one of the primary teachers in the church to 
deal with heresies in the Christian communities 
by appealing to the apostolic deposit of truth in 
the churches that was passed on in the church 
through the bishops (Haer. 3.4.1). He appeals in 
his writings to the OT and NT to argue his case 
against heresies, but there is no clear identifica- 
tion in his own writings of what were contained 
in those collections. Melito, a contemporary of 
Irenaeus, alone tried to discover the contents of 
the Hebrew Scriptures, but he was singled out by 
Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 4.26.13-14) because of his 
uniqueness in being concerned with the contents 
of this collection, not because he was typical. 
Irenaeus mentioned only a closed Gospel canon 
(Haer. 3.11.8, 9), but his unconvincing arguments 
(by today’s standards) appear to have been a 
means of including recognition of the Gospel of 
John, which was under suspicion in many sec- 
ond-century churches. Why else would he give 
such a fanciful and forceful argument if everyone 


was already in full agreement on the matter (see 
Haer. 3.11.8, 9)? 

Clement of Alexandria was known for the many 
sources to which he referred in his writings and for 
his seeming inability to reduce the number of 
sources he used. He appealed to apocryphal writ- 
ings and to those writers who were “Greek and 
barbarian alike” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.13.5), as 
well as to what Eusebius referred to as the “dis- 
puted” writings (Jude, but also Barnabas and the 
Apocalypse of Peter; Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.13.4~7). 
Although Eusebius called this literature “disputed” 
(Hist. eccl, 6.14.1), the Muratorian Fragment (lines 
68-69) reported that Jude and the Epistles of John 
were recognized “in the catholic church”—some- 
thing that is found at the end of the fourth century 
but generally not before then. It could well be ar- 
gued that the use of this literature in an “undis- 
puted” fashion in the Muratorian Fragment could 
speak for its early dating, although that would 
make this instance the first reference to this litera- 
ture as a part of the Christian Scriptures. More 
likely, its undisputed appearance in such a list may 
provide evidence of a late origin of the Muratorian 
Fragment (see sec. D, below). 

Origen, who refused to reduce his collection of 
OT Scriptures to the twenty-two or twenty-four 
books of the Hebrew biblical canon, simply ac- 
knowledged the scope of the biblical canon of the 
Jews (see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.1-2); he does not 
himself appear to have had a precisely defined OT 
or NT (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.3-14). His NT canon, 
if there was one, is unlikely to have been the same 
as that reported in Eusebius, which is probably no 
more than a select list of writings that Origen cited 
or quoted,”° Was Origen actually focusing on or as- 
suming a biblical canon when he freely cited earlier 
sources?” There is nothing that directly suggests 
this conclusion. 

The primary arguments for establishing a widely 
recognized and largely closed biblical canon at the 
end of the second century are not convincing. It is 
more likely that there was a general recognition of 
something like an “open” biblical canon (canon 1) 
at the end of the second century, but it is not clear 
how widespread this recognition was, nor what the 
scope of such a collection was. At the end of the 
second century, apart from the term “Scripture,” 
there were no generally accepted terms to identify 
this collection of Christian writings. The terms “Old 
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Testament” and “New Testament” had begun to be 
used in that century but had not gained sufficient 
recognition by that time.”® The most that can be 
said is that there was a general recognition of the 
scriptural status of the four Gospels, Acts, and most 
of the Epistles of Paul at the end of the second 
century. 


5. The Burning of Books 


As a likely termination point for the recogni- 
tion of which books were sacred in individual 
Christian communities, we have to consider the 
Diocletianic persecution (A.D. 303-313), when Chris- 
tians were asked to turn over their sacred books to be 
burned by the authorities (see Gesta apud Zenophilum 
[CSEL 26]). The individual churches would cer- 
tainly have made choices by that time regarding 
which books were sacred Scriptures (and should 
not be turned over) and which were not (and so 
could be turned over to the authorities). This does 
not presuppose, however, more than that individ- 
ual churches and regions of churches had made 
such decisions; we cannot say at this time what the 
church at large was thinking on the matter, as 
the variations in the biblical canons of the late 
fourth century show. Further, the traditions that 
have survived about the book burning in the 
early fourth century do not tell us specifically 
which books were handed over to the authorities 
and which were burned. But decisions on which 
books could be turned over were undoubtedly 
made no later than this time, and this aspect of the 
Diocletianic persecution had to be a strong incen- 
tive for the churches individually at least to come 
to grips with the issue of which writings were 
deemed sacred. 


6. Constantine and Eusebius 


Whether Constantine, who called for unity in 
both the empire and in the church, had an influ- 
ence upon the contents of the biblical canon of the 
church is difficult to determine, but his involvement 
in most major decisions of the church in the second 
quarter of the fourth century over matters of doc- 
trine, leadership, and ecclesiastical harmony strongly 
suggests that he could have.”” Along with this, 
his personal request of Eusebius to produce fifty 


copies of the Scriptures (Vit. Const. 4.36) for use in 
the churches in Constantinople, the New Rome, 
would result in, at the least, a strong influence by 
Eusebius on churches in that area, if not upon the 
whole of the empire. Whatever Eusebius sent and 
the emperor accepted would logically carry much 
weight in the churches, but as the canonical lists 
show, there was no unanimity on the scope of the 
sacred collection. If the copies produced were of all 
the NT Scriptures (rather than just the canonical 
Gospels, as Robbins claims),®° then knowledge of 
their contents and their approval by the emperor 
would go a long way in commending them and 
their contents to other Christians. In any event, 
Eusebius’s influence on others in terms of what he 
selected to go into those copies had to be consider- 
able, and when we consider the fact that he is the 
first to produce or publish several canonical lists, 
including his own (Hist. eccl. 3.25.1-7), this produc- 
tion of NT Scriptures was probably quite important 
in the overall canonical development in the church. 
Around A.D. 320-330, when he wrote his Ecclesias- 
tical History, he offered three categories of writ- 
ings for consideration: the “recognized” writings 
(OuorAoyov"EVa, homologoumena), the “disputed” 
writings (avtLAeyopeva, antilegomena), and the “re- 
jected” or “spurious” writings (vd@a, notha). Only 
the first category, the recognized books, which 
was composed of twenty-one or twenty-two books 
of the current NT canon, was Eusebius’s canon.®! 
The disputed books were not accepted by Eusebius, 
and by the end of the fourth century, there was no 
category remaining for these doubtful books. Writ- 
ings then were either recognized or rejected in the 
sacred collections (even though the latter could be 
read privately by Christians). Eusebius therefore pro- 
vides a very important bridge in the development of 
the biblical canon in the fourth century. Before the 
century was complete, several of the NT canons 
that emerged in the churches had the full twenty- 
seven books that are present in our current biblical 
canon, though even then there was not complete 
unanimity. When we add to these elements the 
probable involvement of Constantine, it is likely 
that these fourth-century factors fixed and defined 
the biblical canon of the church. It is difficult to 
deny that there was a push, led by the emperor 
himself, toward conformity in the churches in all 
matters. 
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With the council meetings in the churches in 
the fourth century and following, there was more 
of an opportunity for the churches together to speak 
specifically to the issue of the contents of the bibli- 
cal canon, At that time, there was growing unity 
over the matter, but by no means complete agree- 
ment. The Syrian churches, for example, continued 
to prefer the use of Tatian’s Diatessaron well into 
the sixth century. In the core of the NT, however, 
there was general agreement on the acceptance 
and recognition of the four canonical Gospels, Acts, 
Paul's letters (which at this time included the Pas- 
torals and usually Hebrews), James, 1 Peter, and 1 
John; there continued to be some doubt about He- 
brews, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude, and Revelation 
in some of the churches. 


C. Criteria for Canonization 


Perhaps more important than this brief survey 
of canonical influences are the criteria that the 


early church used to identify its sacred Scriptures. 
It is generally recognized that the church employed 
several criteria, often unequally, in order to deter- 
mine the status of a particular writing. There were 
essentially four: (1) Apostolicity. If a writing was 
produced by an apostle or was believed to have 
been produced by an apostle, then it was accepted 
as an authoritative word of Scripture and was 
eventually included in the nt,®2 (2) Orthodoxy. The 
church also employed what became known as a 
regula fidei, or the criterion of “orthodoxy,” to de- 
termine whether writings used in the church were 
to be included or excluded. Bishop Serapion’'s rejec- 
tion of the Gospel of Peter was based on this crite- 
rion of truth (see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.12.1-6).°? If 
a writing was too far away from what was believed 
to be the core or central teaching handed on in the 
churches through the succession of the bishops, 
then it was rejected (see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.25.7). 
(3) Antiquity. If a writing was believed to have 
been written after the period of the apostolic ministry, 
then it was rejected. This was obviously a criterion 
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for the author of the Muratorian Fragment in his 
rejection of the Shepherd of Hermas (see lines 73-74). 
(4) Use. What probably was most determinative 
was the widespread use of a writing in the churches. 
Eusebius mentions the books “recognized” by churches 
when he cites his own canon (Hist. eccl. 3.25.4-7). 
More precisely, however, it mattered to the churches 
who was favorable toward the acceptance of a 
document and who was not. Athanasius and 
Epiphanius, for instance, would have had a greater 
influence on the church than many lesser-known 
figures. Also, churches in the larger areas, such as 
Antioch, Alexandria, Rome, and Ephesus, were more 
likely to have a greater influence on which books 
were included than were the smaller churches in 
rural areas. Inspiration, though often assumed to 
be a criterion for acceptance, was in fact more of a 
corollary to a writing’s canonicity than a criterion. 
In other words, if a writing was accepted as Scrip- 
ture and a part of the biblical canon, it was also as- 
sumed that the writing was inspired by God. Inspi- 
ration, however, was never limited by the early 
church to sacred writings but was extended to what 
was considered true, whether it was written or 
taught/preached orally. 

One more factor can be mentioned here that is 
not so much described as assumed. The writings 
functioning as Scripture in the worship of churches 
and providing for them adequate catechetical in- 
struction were those that were adaptable for use in 
the life and ministries of the churches. Some writ- 
ings that were considered Scripture earlier in the 
church’s history, such as Barnabas, 1 Clement, the 
letters of Ignatius, the Shepherd of Hermas, and 
Eldad and Modad (a lost apocalypse), did not survive 
the criterion of usefulness. They fell into disuse, 
and were therefore eventually dropped from the 
Scripture collections. This was more likely to hap- 
pen before the development of the size of the codex, 
which by the fourth century had improved enough 
to be able to contain the whole of the NT writings. 
Even then, however, some noncanonical writings 
continued to appear in various NT manuscripts 
and in lists of the church’s Scriptures (e.g., Barna- 
bas and the Shepherd of Hermas are in Codex 
Sinaiticus [X], and 1 and 2 Clement are in Codex 
Vaticanus 33) a 

More fundamental than the individual tradi- 
tional criteria is the question of how legitimate 
these criteria are. If they are the appropriate crite- 


ria, should they be reapplied today with the help of 
the modern critical and historical disciplines with 
which most biblical scholars are familiar? If we did 
reapply them, would all of the current books of the 
NT make it into our NT canon? Certainly Hebrews 
would not survive the criterion of apostolicity, nor, 
in some scholars’ minds, would the Pastoral Epis- 
tles, 2 Peter, and Jude. Should these books, then, be 
left out of our Bibles? That might be the case if the 
above were our only criteria. In other words, can 
we continue to accept as a part of our biblical 
canon literature that was earlier ascribed to an 
apostle but that we now think was not written by 
an apostle? This question also raises the issue of 
pseudepigraphy in our NT canon. Should a writing 
remain if the basis of its original acceptance, apos- 
tolic authorship, can be proved false? Did a writing 
become a part of the NT solely because of its au- 
thorship, or was it also because of its contents? He- 
brews was not written by the Apostle Paul, but its 
contents were clearly useful to the church in spite 
of who wrote it, and its contents continue to be a 
source of enrichment to the church of today. On 
the other hand, what about the usefulness of the 
Didache, 1 Clement, Ignatius, Barnabas, and the 
Shepherd of Hermas? Compared to books such as 
2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, and Jude, are they not more 
useful and just as orthodox? In the case of 2 Peter 
and possibly the Pastorals, some noncanonical 
writings may be as early as, if not earlier than, 
these writings (e.g., Didache, 1 Clement, Barnabas, 
and Shepherd of Hermas). The reapplication of the 
traditional criteria today is a very important issue 
in canonical discussions, and it is here that the his- 
torian and the believer often part company. The 
impact of a particular writing on the history of the 
church and its recognized value for preaching and 
teaching must also be considered, but this is not an 
easy matter to identify, and there is seldom agree- 
ment on the value of all of the NT writings adopted 
by the church—the book of Revelation, for in- 
stance—let alone their authorship and occasion. 


D. The Muratorian Fragment: A 
Fourth-Century Canonical List? 


One of the pivotal issues in NT canonical stud- 
ies today concerns the dating and provenance of 
the Muratorian Fragment. In 1738-1740, Lodovico 
Antonio Muratori discovered and edited in the 
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Ambrosian Library of Milan what many canon 
scholars believe is one of the most important docu- 
ments for establishing a late-second-century date 
for the formation of a NT canon. The document he 
found in a codex is a seventh- or eighth-century 
fragment of a larger document that was poorly 
translated into Latin from the Greek, commonly 
called the Muratorian Canon or Muratorian Frag- 
ment. It is usually dated ca. A.D. 180-200, but 
more recently some scholars have called for a 
fourth-century dating. The document lists twenty- 
two NT writings, including Wisdom of Solomon 
(lines 69-70) and tentatively the Apocalypse of Peter 
(lines 71-72). Hebrews, James, one of the epistles of 
John, and 1 and 2 Peter are missing. The fragment 
consists of some eighty-five lines and is missing 
both the opening and concluding lines. Optimis- 
tically, the Muratorian Fragment has been hailed 
as “the oldest extant list of sacred books of the 
nt,”® and mast scholars believe that it was written 
in Rome or in its vicinity.5° For von Campenhausen, 
a second-century dating of the Muratorian Frag- 
ment originating from the west supported his view 
that the NT canon was largely formed in a polemic 
against the Montanists at the end of the second 
century.®” A significant problem in dating the 
Muratorian Fragment to the second century is its 
lack of parallels and lack of any impact upon the 
church for more than 150 years.*® Indeed, until the 
middle of the fourth century, there are no parallels 
to it in either the eastern or the western churches, 
and the most impressive parallels then come from 
the east, not the west. 

In 1973, Sundberg made the first major chal- 
lenge to the traditional dating and provenance of 
the Muratorian Fragment, and has been joined 
more recently by Hahneman, who has significantly 
advanced Sundberg’s thesis.°? They both argue for 
a fourth-century dating of the Muratorian Frag- 
ment and for an eastern origin. If this view is cor- 
rect, it helps us to understand why Eusebius was 
still hedging about the scope of his canon in the 
first quarter of the fourth century. For example, 
Kalin and Robbins have reasonably argued that 
Eusebius himself rejected, or at least did not en- 
dorse, the so-called disputed books—James, Jude, 2 
Peter, 2 and 3 John, and possibly Revelation and 
Hebrews.”? Why would Eusebius have raised a ques- 
tion about some of these books if the matter had 
been settled for the church in the second century, 
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as a second-century dating of the Muratorian Frag- 
ment suggests, especially in regard to Jude, 2 and/or 
3 John, and Revelation (Hist. eccl. 3.25.2, 4)? The 
growth and development of the biblical canon in 
the fourth century are seen in the fact that the 
three categories in Eusebius (recognized, disputed, 
and spurious) fade away by the end of the fourth 
century and only the recognized writings are in- 
cluded while the rejected writings are excluded. 
There is no disputed category by that time, and this 
is what we find in the Muratorian Fragment. 

The reference to the General Epistles (lines 
68-69) and the Pastoral Epistles (lines 59-60) in the 
Muratorian Fragment is unusual, since there is 
little evidence to show that they were either cited 
as Scripture or widely received as such in the late 
second century by the church. There are very few 
clear references to this literature in the second cen- 
tury, although, with Tertullian in the third cen- 
tury, there are several clear citations of Paul, in- 
cluding the Pastoral Epistles.7! 

More telling than this is the strange reference 
in the Muratorian Fragment (lines 69-70) to Wis- 
dom of Solomon, an OT apocryphal writing, among 
the list of NT books. This is highly unusual and has 
its only parallels in the fourth century, in the east, 
in the writings of Eusebius, where he discusses 
Irenaeus’s canon, which included, along with Wis- 
dom, the Shepherd of Hermas (Hist. eccl. 5.8.1-8), 
and in Epiphanius, Pan. 76 (ca. 375-400), who 
added both Wisdom and ben Sira to his NT list. On 
the other hand, Melito, in the second century, in- 
cludes Wisdom of Solomon in an OT list (Hist. eccl. 
4.26.14). Wisdom of Solomon had more popularity 
in the east than in the west, though the document 
was referred to by western writers as well (Heb 1:3 
citing Wis 7:25; 1 Clem. 3.4; 7.5; 27.5; Tertullian, 
Prescr. 7; Ag. Val. 2)7 The significance of this may 
be that the reference in the Muratorian Fragment 
also comes from the fourth century or later and 
from the east.” Although Wisdom of Solomon was 
excluded from OT lists in the fourth century, it was 
sometimes included in NT Scriptures or accepted as 
a secondary reading, as in Eusebius, Athanasius, 
Epiphanius, and Rufinus (Symb. 38). 

The most common argument for a second- 
century dating of the Muratorian Fragment and its 
western provenance concerns the reference to the 
rejection of the Shepherd of Hermas, because it was 
written “quite lately [very recently] in our time” 
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(Lat. vero nuperrime temporibus nostris; lines 73-74).* 
Hermas lived and flourished roughly A.D. 100-145 
and therefore was not from the apostolic era. The 
author of the Muratorian Fragment evidently sepa- 
rated the apostolic times from all other times. The 
statement that Pius, the brother of Hermas, was 
currently the bishop of Rome (line 73), suggests 
that “our time” is a reference to the second century 
and no later than A.D. 200,” but more likely A.D. 
140-150. Hahneman, following Sundberg, claims 
that the words “quite lately in our time” most 
plainly mean that the Shepherd of Hermas was dur- 
ing the time of Pius’s episcopacy (ca. AD. 140-154?) 
and so the writing of the Muratorian Fragment 
came shortly after that. Sundberg, however, argues 
that the words, instead of referring to the lifetime of 
the composer of the fragment—namely, “within 
our lifetime’—simply express how the ancient 
churches distinguished the apostolic times from 
their own. “Our times,” he concludes, is a reference 
to the postapostolic era, as opposed to the times of 
the apostles themselves (e.g., Ign. Eph. 3.2; Pol. 
Phil. 9.1, and especially Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.31.6). 
He gives several examples of this practice, including 
one from Irenaeus, who uses “our times” (temporibus 
nostris) of an event nearly a hundred years before 
him (the end of the reign of Domitian).”° The prob- 
lem with dating the Muratorian Fragment this 
early in the second century is that, at that time, 
there are even fewer parallels acknowledging 
Christian writings as Scripture, let alone as part of 
a fixed canon. The NT writings, of course, had to be 
called Scripture before they could be called canon, 
and they were only beginning to be called Scrip- 
ture in the second century.” Ferguson grants the 
possibility that “in our times” could refer to any- 
time after the apostolic times, but he still says that 
it is compatible with a second-century dating of the 
document, claiming that “in our times” was not 
the usual way of distinguishing those times.® 

It may be that the Shepherd of Hermas was 
written in the early part of the second century, as its 
widespread use in the latter part of that century is 
well known. The recognition and acceptance of the 
Shepherd continued up to the fourth century, even 
in the west. In the late second century, Irenaeus, for 
instance, calls the Shepherd “Scripture” (h ypadn, 
hé graphé) (Haer. 4.20.2). Eusebius also knew of this 
reference and acknowledged Irenaeus’s reception 
of the Shepherd (Hist. eccl. 5.8.7-8). This recognition 


also came from Clement of Alexandria (Misc. 1.1.1, 
1.85.4, and frequently; Extracts 45), who frequently 
quoted the Shepherd as if he was quoting other 
Scriptures from both the OT and the NT. According 
to Eusebius, Origen likewise included this work in his 
sacred collection (Hist. eccl. 6.25.10). It is also listed 
in Codex Sinaiticus (%) and Codex Claromontanus 
(D°) even though, in the latter case, in a secondary 
position. Eusebius appears to be the first to place the 
Shepherd in a disputed category (Hist. eccl. 3.3.6), 
but he still recognized that many held it in high es- 
teem (5.8.7). Later, Eusebius himself placed the book 
among the spurious (3.25.1—-5). Athanasius called the 
book “most edifying” (@beALWwTatns, dphelimdtatés) 
in his De incarnatione Verbi Dei (ca. A.D. 318 or 328), 
but his famous Festal Letter 39 (A.D. 367) lists it 
not as part of the New Testament but as recom- 
mended reading for new Christians. Both Jerome and 
Rufinus also speak respectfully of the book, even 
though they place it in a secondary position, that is, 
not as a part of the NT canon.”” Our point here is 
that the rejection of the Shepherd of Hermas seems 
much more at home in the fourth century and fol- 
lowing than it does in the second century, where it 
was considered Scripture by the Fathers at the end 
of that century. 

Further possible evidence of the Muratorian 
Fragment’s later date is the listing of the four ca- 
nonical Gospels without any defense, such as we 
find earlier in Irenaeus, and without reference to 
any rivals. This is evidence of their fixed status in 
the church and an argument against a second- 
century dating of the fragment. The closest con- 
temporary writer from the west in the last quarter 
of the second century is Irenaeus, whose strange 
way of arguing for the four canonical Gospels sug- 
gests, as we have noted above, that not everyone in 
the second century was as convinced about their 
canonicity as he was (Haer. 3.11.8-9). On the other 
hand, Tatian’s use in Asia of more than the four 
canonical Gospels in his Diatessaron and his prefer- 
ence for the Gospel of John would seem to show 
that not all of Irenaeus’s contemporaries agreed 
that the Gospels should be limited to the four ca- 
nonical Gospels, at least not as rigidly as Irenaeus 
proposed. Even if it was some of Tatian’s followers 
who later inserted clauses from the Gospel of the He- 
brews and from the Protevangelium of James into the 
Diatessaron, as seems likely, one still cannot find in 
Tatian the loyalty to the “inspired text” that one 
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can find in possibly Rev 22:18-19, or in Irenaeus’s 
defense of the four-Gospel canon. From the frag- 
ment of the Diatessaron that has survived, it is clear 
that much of the context, especially from the Syn- 
optic Gospels, is omitted. Does this mean that the 
full canonical and “inspired” status of the four Gos- 
pels was not yet fully recognized by Tatian and by 
many of his other contemporaries? No doubt he 
saw them as responsible and faithful documents, 
but perhaps not as inviolable texts. Although it can 
be argued that Irenaeus’s canon of Gospels was not 
universally accepted in his day—hence Irenaeus’s 
need to provide a defense of the four—the same 
cannot be said about the Muratorian Fragment, in 
which the acceptance of four canonical Gospels is 
assumed without debate. As late as the early third 
century, Tertullian, who accepted the four canoni- 
cal Gospels, still made a distinction between them, 
preferring Matthew and John over Mark and Luke 
because of the issue of apostolic authorship (Ag. 
Marc. 4.2.5). None of this ambiguity or division is 
reflected in the Muratorian Fragment, which sug- 
gests that it was produced at a later date, when 
such matters were largely settled in the church— 
namely, in the fourth century. 

On the whole, since there are apparently no 
parallels to the Muratorian Fragment until after 
the time of Eusebius and from the east, the document 
arguably should be dated after the mid—fourth cen- 
tury, with its provenance in the east, though we 
cannot insist on the location.!°? The Muratorian 
Fragment is an important document for our under- 
standing of the growth and development of the NT 
canon, but it is not as pivotal as many scholars 
have supposed. It seems to fit with the fifteen other 
canonical lists from the fourth and early fifth cen- 
turies, even though it is not identical to any of 
them. Ferguson has argued that the form of the 
Muratorian Fragment, unlike the lists of books 
without comment in the fourth century, shows 
that the Muratorian Fragment is out of step with 
the fourth-century canonical lists.10! Although he 
correctly observes that no exact fourth-century 
parallels to the Muratorian Fragment exist, a factor 
that is true in regard to several lists, there are close 
enough parallels with Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 3.25). He 
lists his Scriptures with comment—not in a simple 
list—and his list is also without exact parallel in 
contents from the fourth century. There are no sec- 
ond-century parallels in form or style, but there are 


several fourth-century parallels (see Eusebius’s de- 
scriptions [Hist. eccl. 5.8.1-9; 6.25.3-14] of Irenaeus’s 
and Origen’s canons, which are similar in style to 
the Muratorian Fragment). The fourth century ap- 
pears, then, to be the time when the Muratorian 
Fragment is most at home, and the only time it is 
comparable to any other lists. When Ferguson ar- 
gues that the list would be strange in the fourth 
century because it attacks second-century heresies, 
we would agree, but we would add that this is pre- 
cisely what Eusebius also does when he attacks the 
teachings of the Marcionites, gnostics, and Montanists, 
all second- and third-century heresies, in the fourth 
century. The closure or fixing of the NT canon is 
more at home in the fourth century, even though 
the process of canonization may have begun with 
the recognition and use of Christian literature as 
Scripture as early as the second century. 


5. CONCLUSIONS ABOUT THE OLD AND 
NEW TESTAMENTS 


There are a number of unresolved questions 
about how the biblical canon was formed, when it 
was formed, what factors led to its formation, and 
how to account for the divergencies within it. For 
those who are uncomfortable with “loose ends” 
here and there, especially the lack of a sharp defini- 
tion where one might prefer precision, there may 
be a problem in accepting the current biblical 
canon. For those who can only accept a neatly de- 
signed collection of Scriptures that resulted from 
the application of clearly and widely accepted crite- 
ria that were evenly applied, disappointment will 
surely be their lot, or they will spend more than a 
considerable amount of time defending the canon 
in ways that it cannot be defended. There is a di- 
versity throughout the biblical canon that defies 
any cleverly devised harmonizations. The tradi- 
tional criteria do not account for everything in our 
Bible, and the care with which the ancient criteria 
were applied by the church is, in several instances, 
highly questionable. The formation of the NT was a 
long and arduous process that refuses simple expla- 
nations, but it is nevertheless clear that most of 
the Christian writers of the second century and fol- 
lowing believed that their faith was identified and 
defined by the Gospels, Paul, and their OT Scrip- 
tures, which were larger in scope than the current 


622 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


Protestant OT. Nevertheless, we are hard pressed to 
explain how a number of other writings were in- 
cluded in the NT (esp. 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, and 
Jude). The church eventually agreed that these 
writings also clarified its identity in ways that are 
often not apparent to us today. 

While such diversity is found in the biblical 
canon, it is clear that there were limits to the kind 
of diversity that was acceptable in the ancient 
church. The gnostics and Marcionites were not ac- 
ceptable, nor were the Montanists, the Ebionites, or 
the Elkesaites. Eventually all of the Pseudepigrapha 
were excluded. The final determination was made 
for the Roman Catholics by a split vote at the 
Council of Trent (1545-1563) and for the Protes- 
tants during the Reformation, when the Apocry- 
pha were also excluded.!°? Both the diversity in the 
specifics of the biblical canon and the broad gen- 
eral agreement that resulted in the churches are 
difficult to explain.) It is also surprising that the 
early Christians did not always insist on harmoni- 
zations of the sometimes divergent texts, as many 
Christians do today, !04 and we do the early church 
a disservice when we think that they might not 
have known of these differences, especially in the 
canonical Gospels. Why did they prefer the four 
Gospels over Tatian’s Diatessaron? Regardless of 
their motive for opting for four distinct Gospel testi- 
monies instead of one harmonious text, how can 
we today take seriously a biblical canon that has so 
much diversity in it? Is this not the root of much of 
the diversity within the church? Is it more appro- 
priate to try to reconcile all the divergent texts, as 
some Christians are prone to do, or can we find a 
way to listen to their individual messages? 

What are we to do with those texts that no lon- 
ger seem relevant to the Christian community? Do 
we have the same right as the early church to re- 
ject that which we believe is no longer useful? Even 
though many have rejected in principle the notion 
of a canon within the canon, we nevertheless often 
function as if we had a more restricted biblical 
canon. In many seminaries, for example, priority is 
given to the Gospels and Paul over the General 
Epistles and Revelation. Indeed, students may go all 
the way through seminary without exposure to the 
so-called fringe books in our biblical canon. 

The church has always depended on Jesus’ 
teachings and the events that were pivotal in his 
life, namely, his death and resurrection, in order to 


guide it in its deliberations and mission. Writings 
that it believed most capably told the story of Jesus 
and his mission or predicted his coming and minis- 
try (the OT) were at the center of its scriptural 
canon, In this sense, Jesus was always the canon of 
the church, long before there was an acknowl- 
edged scriptural canon to give it guidance. In the 
process of determining what literature best re- 
flected the church's Lord as well as its true identity 
and mission, many writings that were appealed to 
as Scripture or authoritative sacred writings early 
in the church’s history did not later obtain a posi- 
tion in our biblical canons (e.g., Eldad and Modad, 
2 Esdras, 1 Clement, Shepherd of Hermas, Barnabas). 
We are always hard pressed to answer why some 
documents were included in our Bible and why 
other books were not. In some cases, the answer is 
obvious, but in others we are uncertain. 

For those who do not require twentieth-century 
standards of precision in their Bibles and who ap- 
preciate the human element in the production of 
both the scriptural writings and their later collec- 
tion, loose ends here and there do not pose so great 
a problem, especially when we look at the whole of 
the Scripture and use it in our worship and minis- 
try without getting lost in its details or others’ 
forced harmonizations. The resilience and adapt- 
ability of the church’s Scriptures throughout his- 
tory have demonstrated to the church the presence 
and activity of God at work.in them. In one’s hu- 
manness it is tempting to ignore or to excise those 
portions of the Bible that are embarrassing, but 
when one listens carefully to those texts, frequently 
even they can challenge an individual to a new un- 
derstanding of faith and of obedience to the call of 
God. This is seldom possible for those who insist on 
a tidy biblical canon. For those who require that all 
of the ambiguities of faith be resolved before they 
can make free use of the church’s Scriptures, the 
biblical canon will continue to be an enigma that 
will lead either to its rejection or to untenable hy- 
potheses for reconciliation. On the other hand, for 
those who understand the Bible as the word of God, 
careful canonical inquiry will not remove the need 
for faith, nor will it remove the need for careful bib- 
lical study. Although faith cannot set aside the re- 
sults of a reasonable historical inquiry into the 
origins of the Bible, it need not be displaced by such 
an inquiry either. 
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. Most of the information in this chapter is found in much more detail 


in L. M. McDonald, The Formation of the Christian Biblical Canon (Pea- 
body, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1995). Some modified sections of what fol- 
lows are in L. M. McDonald, “The Origins of the Christian Biblical 
Canon,” BBR 6 (1996): 95-132. 

There has never been complete agreement in the church at large on 
the scope of its sacred literature, however. The three most common 
Bibles are those of the Roman Catholic, the Greek Orthodox, and the 
Protestant churches. While there is considerable overlap, these Bibles 
differ in what is included and excluded (see below). 


. G. Schrenk, “ypaon,” TDNT 1:744-56. The secondary text of John 


7:53-8:11, even if genuine, would hardly qualify as a written docu- 
ment. The only NT exception is found in the book of Revelation, 
where the risen Christ commands the angels of the churches to put 
his message in written form (Rev 2:1-3:14). 


. See H. W. Beyer, “kavev,” TDNT 3:596-602. An excellent treatment 


of the term is found in B. M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testa- 
ment: Its Origin, Development, and Significance (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1987), 289-93. 


. J. A. Sanders, From Sacred Story to Sacred Text (Philadelphia: Fortress, 


1987), 9-39, esp. 23-30. 

G. T. Sheppard, “Canon,” in The Encyclopedia of Religion (ed. M. 
Eliade; 16 vols.; New York: Macmillan, 1987), 3:62-69. The distinction 
of two kinds of canon, however, stems from the work of J. A. 
Sanders, “Canon,” ABD 1:837-52, here 839. 

It is difficult to establish the date of origin for the Letter of Aristeas 
with any precision. The latest possible date is A.D. 35, since it was re- 
ferred to by Philo (Moses 2.25-44). But a date before the invasion of 
Egypt by Antiochus IV Epiphanes in 169 B.C. is preferable on the 
basis of internal evidence. See S. Jellicoe, The Septuagint and Modern 
Study (Oxford: Clarendon, 1968), 29-58. 

J. Barr (Holy Scripture: Canon, Authority, Criticism [Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1983], 6-8) argues that in the earlier stages of Israel’s 
monarchy its religion was not yet the scriptural religion that it later 
became. It is also probable that only the Deuteronomic code is be- 
hind the reforms of Josiah. 

H. M. Orlinsky, “Some Terms in the Prologue to Ben Sira and the 
Hebrew Canon,” JBL 110 (1991): 483-90, here 487. 

Sirach shows awareness of the books of Joshua (Sir 46:16), Samuel 
(46:13-47:11), and Kings (47:12—49:3), including important persons 
who are highlighted in them, namely, David and Solomon, and men- 
tions Hezekiah and Isaiah (48:20-25), Josiah (49:14), Jeremiah 
(49:6), Ezekiel, Job, and the Twelve Prophets (49:9-10). This suggests 
that the twelve Minor Prophets were already circulating in one vol- 
ume in Israel by this time (200-180 B.C.). 

It is tempting to assume that they were the same as the third part of 
the twenty-two books that Josephus describes in Ag. Ap. 1.3743 (see 
sec. B, below), or perhaps like those in the second-century A.D. bar. b. 
B. Bat. 14b (see sec. C, below). It may also be that the “other books” 
were something like the “seventy” books in 2 Esd 14:44-48 (see sec. 
C, below), but we do not know for sure. 

Trans. C. D. Yonge, The Works of Philo (Peabody, Mass.: 
Hendrickson, 1993), 700. 

Italics added. Trans. B. W. W. Dombrowski, An Annotated Translation 
of Migsat Ma’seh ha-Torah (4QMMT) (Cracow: Enigma, 1993), 13-14. 
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14. 


15. 


16. 


17. 


Because of the poor condition of the text, several words have to be 
supposed. Nevertheless, the above translation is not unreasonable. 
W. W. Klein et al. (Introduction to Biblical Interpretation (Dallas: 
Word, 1993], 57) point out that all of the books of the OT except Es- 
ther were found at Qumran and only one book of the Apocrypha 
(Tobit) was found there. This is not a complete picture, however, 
since other documents were also found at or near Qumran: the Da- 
mascus Document (CD), Manual of Discipline (1QS), Rule of the Congre- 
gation (1QSa), Blessings (1QSb), War Scroll (1QM and a number of 
fragments from Cave 4 and Cave 11), Hodayot (Thanksgiving Hymns) 
(1QH), Genesis Apocryphon (1QapGen), and Temple Scroll (11QTemple). 
Besides these, portions of Sirach, Epistle of Jeremiah, Jubilees, Enoch, 
and Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs were also found at Qumran. 
How can one with any assurance say what the limits of Qumran's 
canon were? J. Neusner (Midrash in Context: Exegesis in Formative Ju- 
daism [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983], 6), speaking of the other writings 
found at Qumran, observes that “those documents at Qumran ap- 
pear side by side with the ones we know as canonical Scripture. The 
high probability is that, to the Essenes, the sectarian books were no 
less holy and authoritative than Leviticus, Deuteronomy, Nahum, 
Habakkuk, Isaiah, and the other books of the biblical canon they, 
among all Israelites, revered.” 

See R. T. Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament 
Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 438, also 111-14, who cites 
Seper Torah 2.3—4 and Sop. 2.4. 

Beckwith (Old Testament Canon, 114-15; cf. 118-20) reasons that since 
Jesus also cited the book of Daniel (see, e.g., Dan 4:26 in Matt 4:17 
and Dan 7:13 in Mark 14:62), which was a part of the Hagiographa, 
he must have intended the whole of the Hagiographa when he men- 
tioned the “psalms” in this passage. See also F. F. Bruce, The Canon of 
Scripture (Downers Grove, Iil.: InterVarsity, 1988), 31, who agrees 
with him. 

Bruce (Canon, 31) believes that he can detect the order of the Hebrew 
biblical canon from Luke 11:49-51, where Jesus spoke of the first 
prophet (Abel) and the last prophet (Zechariah) to be killed. Zecha- 
riah (ca. 800 B.C.; cf. 2 Chron 24:20—24) was the last canonical 
prophet to be killed, since Zechariah was the last prophet to die in 2 
Chronicles, the last book in the Hebrew Scriptures. Bruce contends 
that Jesus’ words in Luke 11:49-51 were intended by him to cover the 
whole of the Hebrew Scriptures from Genesis to 2 Chronicles. 
Beckwith (Old Testament Canon, 170 n. 29), however, acknowledges 
that Jerome’s canon does not conclude with Chronicles and that he 
has only a twenty-two book canon. The most commonly cited He- 
brew text today, the Aleppo text from which our current Masoretic 
Text is taken, places Chronicles at the beginning of the third division 
and Ezra—Nehemiah at the end. The concluding sentences of 2 Chron 
34 are the same as the opening sentences Ezra 1. It would appear 
that the writer/editor of this collection of sacred books at least 
wanted to have Chronicles in first place and Ezra—Nehemiah in last 
place. Jerome’s reference to the OT in the fifth century preserves the 
threefold division of the Hebrew Bible, but he has Job in first place in 
the third category and Chronicles in seventh place followed by Esdras 
(Ezra—Nehemiah), concluding with Esther. Although bar. b. B. Bat. 
14b has Chronicles at the end of the collection, Ruth stands at the 
beginning, not the Psalms. 
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28. 
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Orlinsky (“Some Terms,” 490) stresses that the Alexandrian Jewish 
community, where Philo lived and wrote his On the Contemplative Life 
and to which the grandson of Sirach addressed the prologue to 
Sirach, produced the LXX but never had a clearly defined tripartite 
biblical canon. 

E. E. Ellis, The Old Testament in Early Christianity: Canon and Interpre- 
tation in Light of Modern Research (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992), 39; cf. 
7-8. See also Bruce, Canon, 23, 32-34; and R. T. Beckwith, “Forma- 
tion of the Hebrew Bible,” in Mikra: Text, Translation, Reading, and In- 
terpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism and Early 
Christianity (ed. M. J. Mulder and H. Sysling; Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1985), 50, who, acknowledging that there may be some exaggeration 
by Josephus in his account, dismisses the notion that Josephus may 
have misrepresented the actual state of affairs at the end of the first 
century A.D.; Beckwith also contends that Josephus reflects a long- 
standing tradition regarding the biblical canon within the Jewish 
community. 

S. Z. Leiman, “Josephus and the Canon of the Bible,” in Josephus, the 
Bible, and History (ed. L. Feldman and G. Hata; Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1989), 51-53; quotation, p. 52. He notes that 
Maimonides (d. 1204) and Joseph Albo (15th cent.) have similar 
statements in an apologetic context. 


. L. Feldman, introduction, ibid., 3-47, here 46-47. 
. D. J. Silver, The Story of Scripture: From Oral Tradition to the Written 


Word (New York: Basic Books, 1990), 134; 2 Esd 14:44—48 is one such 
example. 


. See Leiman, “Josephus,” 51. 
. Ibid., 54. 
. Ellis, Old Testament in Early Christianity, 10, 33; Beckwith, Old Testa- 


ment Canon, 235-40. 


. Epiphanius (Mens. et pond. 22) mentions the twenty-two-book tradi- 


tion in Israel. The early-ninth-century George Syncellus text is simi- 
lar. It is not clear whether there was some relationship between 
these two texts. For a careful discussion of this passage and others in 
Jubilees, see J. C. VanderKam and J. T. Milik, “The First Jubilees 
Manuscript from Qumran Cave 4: A Preliminary Publication,” JBL 
110 (1991): 243-70, here 259-60 and 267-68. The Qumran form of 
this text does not include the twenty-two books. 

For example, Origen referred to it, according to Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 
6.26.1, 2. If the tradition were a late-first-century invention, it is easy 
to see how a reference to it by Josephus would impact Christian writ- 
ers of the fourth century who had high respect for Josephus and con- 
tinued to publish his works. 

See Ellis, Old Testament in Early Christianity, 36; W. S. Lasor, R. Hub- 
bard, and W. Bush, Old Testament Survey (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1983), 17. 

Metzger, Canon, 159. Metzger has observed that Tertullian (Apparel 
1.3) cites Jude 14 to support the authority of Enoch! 

D. N. Freedman (“The Earliest Bible,” in Backgrounds for the Bible [ed. 
M. P. O’Connor and D. N. Freedman; Winona Lake, Ind.: 
Eisenbrauns, 1987], 29-37; “The Symmetry of the Hebrew Bible,” 
StTh 46 [1992]: 83-108) argues that the OT was essentially complete 
by the early part of the fourth century B.C., which he bases on an 
elaborate symmetry of the Hebrew Bible. He argues that finalization 
of the Hebrew Scriptures, except for the book of Daniel, took place no 
later than between 400 and 350 B.c. but that the Law and the Former 
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31. 


36. 


37. 


38. 


39. 
40. 
41. 


42. 


43. 


Prophets (Joshua—Kings) were completed in Babylon before the re- 
turn of the Jews from exile in 538 B.C. 

H. E. Ryle, The Canon of the Old Testament (London: Macmillan, 1914). 
Although this view may have originated with several earlier German 
scholars, it was apparently made popular by Ryle. See D. E. Aune, 
“On the Origins of the ‘Council of Javneh’ Myth,” JBL 110 (1991): 
483-90. 


. S. V. Leiman, The Canonization of the Hebrew Scripture: The Talmudic 


and Midrashic Evidence (Hamden, Conn.: Archon, 1976), 29. See also 
Beckwith, “Formation,” 56-58. 


. These are listed in McDonald, Formation, 259-73. 
. Klein et al. (Introduction to Biblical Interpretation, 55) make this sug- 


gestion to account for the early church’s use of the apocryphal 
literature. 


. For example, he cites Daniel in a Scripture-like manner in Matt 


24:15. We disagree with the arguments that Jesus never made this 
statement, but this cannot be debated here. That Jesus held to an 
apocalyptic worldview is well established, and the reference in this 
passage illustrates the point made above, at least for the canon of the 
author of Matthew. 

See Beckwith, “Formation,” 58-60, who acknowledges this point, but 
argues that the disputes were among a minority of Jews when the 
majority had already accepted the contents of the Hebrew Bible as 
we have it today. 

For discussion, see D. Kraemer, “The Formation of the Rabbinic 
Canon: Authority and Boundaries,” JBL 110 (1991): 613-30; J. 
Neusner, Midrash in Context, 135-36; idem, Judaism and Christianity in 
the Age of Constantine: History, Messiah, Israel, and the Initial Confron- 
tation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 128-43; J. 
Neusner with W. S. Green, Writing with Scripture: The Authority and 
Uses of the Hebrew Bible in the Torah of Formative Judaism (Minneapo- 
lis: Fortress, 1989). 

m. Yad. 3:4—5 hardly qualifies as a significant debate or inquiry into 
the issue, and at any rate it does not address all divisions or books of 
the Hebrew Bible but only whether the Song of Songs and Ecclesi- 
astes (Qoheleth) “defile the hands” (or are sacred Scripture). 
Neusner with Green, Writing with Scripture, 1-2. 

Neusner, Midrash in Context, 135ff. 

Kraemer (“Formation of the Rabbinic Canon,” 626) disagrees with 
Neusner’s view that there was no qualitative difference between the 
Hebrew Scriptures and the Talmudim, since both of the Talmudim 
“often seek to justify rabbinic traditions by reference to scriptural 
proof. Why do so if what is scriptural is not distinct and authorita- 
tively superior?” 

The meaning of this term is somewhat obscure, but apparently it re- 
fers to the fact that the books were considered holy. To touch them, 
according to D. J. Silver (A History of Judaism: From Abraham to 
Maimonides [2 vols.; New York: Basic Books, 1974], 1:217-18), was to 
“receive their holiness into one’s hands and to accept a ritual obliga- 
tion to wash off this holy residue before engaging in any mundane 
task. In this ceremonial way the divine inspiration of these books 
was made clear for all to see.” See also m. Yad. 3:2-5 and 4:6 for a 
discussion of the term in the Mishnah. 

This observation comes from M. Bar-Ilan, “Scribes and Books in the 
Late Second Commonwealth and Rabbinic Period,” in Mikra (ed. 
Mulder and Sysling), 28, who cites several examples of the secular- 
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ization of the scribal profession. Since all scribal writing was held to 
be sacred, so he claims, there was a prohibition against writing 
down prayers, oral traditions, and legends until the third century 
A.D. When the prohibition ceased, the need was to distinguish be- 
tween what was and what was not sacred. 

The shift in the meaning of Torah from a scroll of the Pentateuch to 
all that the sages had to say about the Torah began during this time 
as well. By the fourth century the notion was complete that the 
Torah was twofold when given to Moses: what was written and 
what was oral or committed to memory. This change is significant, 
since it effectively and considerably expanded the Hebrew canon of 
authoritative writings. 

For a discussion, see G. A. Robbins, “Eusebius’ Lexicon of 
‘Canonicity,’ ” in Studia Patristica (StPatr 25; Leuven: Peeters; 1993), 
13441. 


. For examples of this, see E. Oikonomos, “The Significance of the 


Deuterocanonical Writings in the Orthodox Church,” in The Apocry- 
pha in Ecumenical Perspective (ed. S. Meurer; UBS Monograph Series 6; 
New York: United Bible Societies, 1991), 16-32, esp. 18-23. 


. Metzger, Canon, 72. 
. Bruce, Canon, 40, who concludes, “It is probable, indeed, that by the 


beginning of the Christian era the Essenes (including the Qumran 
community) were in substantial agreement with the Pharisees and 
the Sadducees about the limits of Hebrew scripture.” See also 
Beckwith, Old Testament Canon, 86-93, for a similar view. 

See J. A. Sanders, “Spinning the Bible,” Brev 14 (June 1998), 22-29, 
44-45, who describes the importance of differences in the Jewish and 
Christian collections of Scriptures. These differences are often over- 
looked and their significance ignored in studies of canon formation. 
This table is a modified form of the one found in ibid., 26. It should 
be noted that not all manuscript traditions in the Hebrew Bible fol- 
low this order (e.g., the Leningrad Codex). 

The writer of 2 Pet 3:15-16 appears to recognize Paul’s writings as 
Scripture, but this passage does not indicate what the “other scrip- 
tures” were (OT or NT), nor does this take away from the point that 
the writers of the NT were not consciously aware that they were 
writing sacred Scripture. 

There are several examples where some of the NT writings were 
called or equated with Scripture in the early second century. These 
are summarized in Metzger, Canon, 39-73; and McDonald, Formation, 
142-54, But this was not usually the case in the Apostolic Fathers. 
See, e.g., 1 Clem. 13.1-4; 46.7-8. Clement employs the writings of 
Paul to argue his points in 1 Clement, and so do Ignatius (Eph. 5.2; 
8.2; etc.) and the author of the Didache (5.1-2; 9.5; 10.6). They do not 
call these writings “Scripture,” but they use them to establish their 
points, showing that the writings functioned authoritatively in Chris- 
tian communities. 

Bruce, Canon, 146-49. Bruce’s point—that Marcion was not the first 
to circulate a collection of Christian writings—is well taken. 

A. Harnack, Marcion: Das Evangelium vom fremden Gott (TU 45; Leip- 
zig: Hinrichs, 1921; ET Marcion: The Gospel of the Alien God [trans. J. E. 
Seely and L. D. Bierma; Durham, N.C.: Labyrinth, 1990]), 210-15, 
was the first to make this claim, but it has been repeated frequently 
since his view first emerged. See, e.g., H. von Campenhausen, The 
Formation of the Christian Bible (trans. J. A. Baker; Philadelphia: For- 
tress, 1972), 163. 
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57. 


58. 


59. 


60. 


61. 


Marcion believed that the Christian gospel was absolute love and 
that the gospel was completely contrary to the law. This belief led 
him to write his Antitheses, which rejected the OT altogether, along 
with the Judaistic influence upon Christianity, and he maintained 
that Christianity was something completely new. He stressed that the 
God of the law was a Demiurge, or “Craftsman” (SnLovpyos)— 
Plato’s term for the creator of the universe. Marcion argued that the 
God of the OT was not the same as the unknown God of the gospel 
and of Jesus. Therefore, he turned his attention toward effecting a 
separation of Christianity from its Jewish roots and influences. 

Von Campenhausen, Formation, 148-72. Marcion’s rejection of Juda- 
ism can be seen in the so-called Marcionite Prologues to the Epistles 
of Paul. See D. J. Théron, Evidence of Tradition (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1980), 79-83, especially the Marcionite prologues to Romans, 1 Corin- 
thians, Galatians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 Thessalonians, and Titus. 
These and other prologues survive only in copies of the medieval 
Latin Vulgate manuscripts, and it is not clear how they managed to 
be included in the Scriptures of the orthodox community, but they 
are probably indicative of what is known of Marcion’s feelings to- 
ward those with Judaizing tendencies in the church. For a brief dis- 
cussion of what some scholars have argued were responses to 
Marcion’s prologues, see L. M. McDonald, “Anti-Marcionite (Gospel) 
Prologues,” ABD 1:262-63. 

Von Campenhausen, Formation, 151. Marcion selected as his authori- © 
tative literature only the Gospel of Luake—from which he removed all 
OT influences and traces—and a freely edited collection of ten Pau- 
line Letters. Tertullian wrote that Marcion had “interpolated” Paul’s 
epistles, and claimed that “as our heretic is so fond of his pruning 
knife, I do not wonder when syllables are expunged by his hand, see- 
ing that entire pages are usually the matter on which he practices 
his effacing process” (Ag. Marc. 5.18.1 [ANF]). See the whole context 
of Ag. Marc. 5.16-18 for examples of this. We have no evidence from 
Marcion that he specifically called his collection of writings “Scrip- 
ture” or “canon,” though it clearly functioned as Scripture later in 
his churches. 

Justin probably used only the Synoptic Gospels, since the Fourth Gos- 
pel does not appear to have been read much in the western churches 
at this time, in spite of Irenaeus’s fourfold Gospel canon shortly after 
Justin. What is more surprising is that Tatian, Justin's pupil, clearly 
preferred John’s Gospel over the Synoptics in producing his 
Diatessaron. 

Von Campenhausen, Formation, 163. Simple observance of the 
church fathers will show that some NT writings were called “scrip- 
ture” or treated as such even before Marcion made his selection of 
writings from Paul and Luke. Marcion’s writings have not survived, 
but what has in the writings of his critics and his own prologues will 
not permit von Campenhausen’s conclusions. 

See G. M. Hahneman, The Muratorian Fragment and the Development 
of the Canon (OTM; Oxford: Clarendon, 1992), 90-91, where 
Hahneman cites as evidence the Marcionite Marcus, who is said to 
have cited John 13:34 and 15:19, in Adamantius, De recta in Deum 
fide. 2.16, 20, and Tertullian, Ag. Marc. 4.5. Ephraem the Syrian 
claimed that the followers of Marcion had not rejected Matt 23:8 
(Hymni 24.1). Also, in his Comm. Matt. 15.3, Origen quoted a 
Marcionite interpretation of Matt 19:12. 
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Hahneman (Muratorian Fragment, 92) cites here the conclusions of R. 
Casey, “The Armenian Marcionites and the Diatessaron,” JBL 57 
(1938): 185-94. 

J. M. Robinson, ed., The Nag Hammadi Library in English (rev. ed., San 
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1990). See also the translation in B. 
Layton, Gnostic Scriptures (London: SCM, 1987), xv—xxvii. 

Around A.D. 170, a man (possibly a former priest of Cybele) by the 
name of Montanus was joined by two women, Prisca and Maximilla, 
who came to Phrygia in Asia Minor claiming to be inspired by the 
Paraclete (Holy Spirit) and announcing the Parousia, or coming of 
the Lord. Together they had a major impact upon the people of 
Phrygia and the rest of Asia Minor and were received with enthusi- 
asm by many throughout the Mediterranean world, especially in 
North Africa. Their message was apocalyptic in focus, and they 
strongly advocated a special interpretation of the message of the 
book of Revelation. 

R. F. Collins, Introduction to the New Testament (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday, 1983), 26. 

So argues von Campenhausen, Formation, 232. 

W. H. C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 
256. 

There were “innumerable books” according to Hippolytus, Elench. 
8.19.1. See von Campenhausen, Formation, 227-32; but cf. W. 
Schneemelcher, “Apocalyptic Prophecy of the Early Church,” in New 
Testament Apocrypha (ed. E. Hennecke and W. Schneemelcher; trans. 
R. McL. Wilson; 2 vols.; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1991), 
2:685 n. 2. 


. Tertullian, introduction to Pass. Perp., 1.1-2. Trans. von 


Campenhausen, Formation, 229. 
Von Campenhausen, Formation, 229. 


. Tertullian, Pass. Perp. 1.1. Trans. von Campenhausen, Formation, 


229. 


. The fact that Tertullian joined the Montanists might have had an 


undue influence on his thoughts in this regard, however. 


. Von Campenhausen, Formation, 231. See Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 


5.16.3-4. 


. Von Campenhausen, Formation, 231; cf. also Metzger, Canon, 106. 
. Von Campenhausen, Formation, 232. 
. Beckwith (“Formation of the Hebrew Bible,” 46), following this same 


example, also determines a writer's biblical canon on the basis of 
quotations from, or references to, the OT. This argument fails when 
applied to the church fathers, especially Clement and Origen, and 
even later Athanasius, who has an OT canon different from that we 
use today. 

Beckwith, ibid., 46, seems to say “yes” in every instance except 
where a NT writer cites a noncanonical writing, as in the case of 
Jude 14 citing 7 En. 1.10. 

The terms were still unfamiliar to large sections of the Christian 
community in the third and fourth centuries. See, e.g., how Origen 
speaks of the terms in his Comm. Jo. 5.4 and Princ, 4.11. See also 
Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.9.5, who shows, in his reference to the “so- 
called Old Testament,” the lack of popularity of the terms in his own 
community. Further, the fact that Wisdom of Solomon could appear 
in NT lists in the fourth century (Eusebius, the Muratorian Fragment, 
and Epiphanius) speaks against the widespread understanding of the 
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meaning of the term to identify a fixed collection of Scriptures in the 
second century. 

On the scope of his involvement and insistence on unity and confor- 
mity in the church, see McDonald, Formation, 182-89. Constantine's 
presence within the church and his influence on its decisions were 
considerable. 

G. A. Robbins, “Fifty Copies of Sacred Writings (VC 4.36): Entire 
Bibles or Gospel Books?” in Studia Patristica (StPatr 19; Leuven: 
Peeters; 1989), 91-98, although with questionable reasoning. 
Revelation was somewhat doubtful to him, which shows that his 
canon of twenty-one or twenty-two books had an element of doubt. 
See Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.25.2, 4. 

In Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.25.4-7, his argument against the apostolic 
authorship of the pseudepigraphal literature reflects the authority of 
the apostles that was acknowledged by all groups within the church. 
Serapion (d. ca. 210) was asked by the church at Rhossus, to which 
he gave oversight, whether the Gospel of Peter could be read in their 
church (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.12.1-2). He at first allowed it to be read 
but later reversed himself. The reason for his rejection of this book 
had nothing to do with its place inside or outside a collection of 
Scriptures. He used a criterion of truth, with no reference to a closed 
canon of NT scriptures (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.12.3-6): the book did 
not conform to what was generally accepted as true in the churches. 
Serapion’s initial willingness to accept the reading of the Gospel of 
Peter in his churches even when he was unaware of its contents is 
also instructive. Had there been a widely recognized and closed four- 
Gospel canon at that time, he might well have rejected the Gospel of 
Peter on such grounds. His decision also had little to do with 
whether the writing was by an apostle or even whether it dated from 
apostolic times and belonged to an accepted list of Scriptures. Even 
apostolicity and antiquity did not place as high in his criteria as did 
the criterion of truth. 

See C. H. Roberts, “Books in the Greco-Roman World and in the New 
Testament,” in The Cambridge History of the Bible (ed. P. R. Ackroyd 
and C. F. Evans; 3 vols.; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1970), 1:48-66; McDonald, Formation, 223-25. 

D. Farkasfalvy, “The Early Development of the New Testament 
Canon,” in The Formation of the New Testament Canon (ed. H. W. 
Attridge; New York: Paulist, 1983), 161 n. 1. 

Metzger, Canon, 193, and Bruce, Canon, 158-69, share this view, 
among others. . 

Von Campenhausen, Formation, 243-44, following Harnack. 

A. C. Sundberg Jr., “The Bible Canon and the Christian Doctrine of 
Inspiration,” Int 29 (1975): 362, has made the point that, if neither 
Irenaeus nor Origen had lists of canonical NT Scriptures, and there is 
no clear evidence that they did, the Muratorian Fragment has no 
parallels until the fourth century. 

A. C. Sundberg Jr., “Canon Muratori: A Fourth Century List,” HTR 
66 (1973): 1-41; G. M. Hahneman, “More on Redating the 
Muratorian Fragment,” in Studia Patristica (StPatr 18; Leuven: 
Peeters, 1988), 19-23; idem, Muratorian Fragment. 

E. R. Kalin, “The Inspired Community: A Glance at Canon History,” 
CTM 42 (1971): 541-49; Robbins, “Eusebius’ Lexicon of ‘Canonicity,’ ” 
134-41. 
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See Tertullian, Ag. Marc. 5.1-21, where he defends Paul’s epistles, in- 
cluding the Pastorals, and, as Metzger, Canon, 159, has noted, even 
cites Jude to support the authority of 1 Enoch in his Apparel 1.3. 

E. Ferguson, “Review of G. M. Hahneman, Muratorian Fragment,” JTS 
44 (1993): 679. 

Hahneman, Muratorian Fragment, 200-201, also makes this point. 
E.g., Metzger, Canon, 124; von Campenhausen, Formation, 242-46, 
and many others. 

Metzger, Canon, 193—94. 

Irenaeus, Haer. 5.30.3. See Sundberg, “Canon Muratori,” 8~11. 
Hahneman (Muratorian Fragment, 71-72) adds that the statement 
that Hermas is the brother of Pius, the bishop of Rome, is without 
foundation and unknown until the fourth century and that the poor 
transcription of the fragment makes the historical reference to 
Hermas and Pius suspect. 

E. Ferguson, “Canon Muratori: Date and Provenance,” in Studia 
Patristica (StPatr 17; Leuven: Peeters, 1982), 677-83, here 677-78. 
Hahneman, Muratorian Fragment, 61-69. 

The discovery of the document in the west, in spite of its origins in 
Greek and the lateness of its translation into Latin, suggests the pos- 
sibility of a western origin, but again, the nature of the list itself ap- 
pears to be eastern, as do many of the peculiarities within it. See the 
section on peculiarities ibid., 183-214, in which Hahneman contends 
for an eastern origin and a mid- to late-fourth-century date. 
Ferguson, “Review of Hahneman,” 696. 

Note that the Eastern Orthodox have an even larger biblical canon 
that includes the apocryphal (or the deuterocanonical) books, 2 
Esdras (LXX 1 Esdras), and 3 Maccabees, with 4 Maccabees in an ap- 
pendix; the Russian Orthodox add 3 Esdras (Vulg. 4 Esdras) and omit 
4 Maccabees. The Ethiopian biblical canon, which claims traditional 
roots back to the fourth century, contains eighty-one books. 

For example, when it comes to the nature of Christ, does Matthew 
reflect the orthodoxy that prevailed in the early church, or is it better 
reflected in the Gospel of John? 

For example, how often the cock crowed, the precise words of Jesus 
on the cross, the differences in the resurrection narratives. On the 
other hand, it is also clear that some NT writers changed some of the 
texts they used to improve their accuracy (e.g., Mark 1:2; cf. Matt 
3:3; Luke 3:4). 

We have not focused on the role of the Holy Spirit in illuminating 
the text or in helping the church to identify the biblical text, but this 
is not the job of the historian; it is a special task of theological in- 
quiry. We have also not addressed adequately the problems of which 
text is the canonical text of Scripture for the church and whether we 
can isolate the reading of a text from its canonical position and read 
it in isolation from other texts, as its first recipients were able to do. 
These hermeneutical issues, beyond the scope of this section, are ad- 
dressed in McDonald, Formation, 299-309. 


THE APOCRYPHA, PSEUDEPIGRAPHA, AND AGRAPHA 


1. APOCRYPHA AND PSEUDEPIGRAPHA 


The term “Apocrypha” (lit. “hidden” or “con- 
cealed”) is commonly used to refer to those Jewish 
writings, dating mostly from the second century 
B.C. to around A.D. 90-100, that were included in 
early Christian lists of OT books but are excluded in 
Protestant Bibles today.) That same collection is 
now called the “deuterocanonical” books by the 
Roman Catholics to indicate that the books were 
recognized as canonical at a later date than the 
“protocanonical” books (the Jewish and Protestant 
OT), and they are included as authoritative liter- 
ature (except for doctrine) in Catholic Bibles. 
Catholics now often use the term “Apocrypha” to 
refer to the books listed below as Pseudepigrapha. 

Although not everyone agrees on which litera- 
ture should be included, most scholars agree that 
the Apocrypha includes the following: 1 Esdras, 2 
Esdras (= 4 Ezra), Tobit, Judith, additions to the 
book of Esther, Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach (= 
Ecclesiasticus), Baruch, the Epistle of Jeremiah, 
additions to the book of Daniel (Prayer of Azariah, 
Song of the Three Young Men, Susanna, Bel and 
the Dragon), Prayer of Manasseh, 1 Maccabees, and 
2 Maccabees. As we will note later, many of these 
writings were produced by persons whose real 
identities are lost, as the works were perpetuated 


under the names of earlier heroes of antiquity (Jer- 
emiah, Baruch, etc.) and most may technically be 
called pseudonymous writings. 

A pseudonym is a fictitious name or an assumed 
name, normally used by an author who, for various 
reasons, may want to conceal his or her real identity. 
The practice of writing under an assumed name 
was a common practice during the intertestamental 
period, when writers frequently made use of well- 
known names from the OT. The collection of writ- 
ings called the Pseudepigrapha (lit. “false super- 
scriptions”) contains sixty-five documents, which 
are related to the OT and were written by both Jews 
and Christians from ca. 250 B.C. to A.D. 200. For a 
time, many Christians and Jews considered large 
portions of these writings to be given by God, and 
along with the OT, they were used in worship and 
instruction. Most of this literature was shaped and 
inspired by the language, metaphors, and symbols 
of the OT, and the authorship of many of these books 
is attributed to OT figures such as Enoch, Abraham, 
Shem, Moses, Levi, and other Hebrew patriarchs. 
Although the designation “Pseudepigrapha” is 
commonly used to refer to this collection, most 
scholars agree that the term is imprecise and some- 
what misleading, since the original author is clearly 
identified in some of the literature. There is also, as 
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TABLE 14-1 


APOCALYPTIC AND TESTAMENTARY WRITINGS 


Apocalyptic and related works 


1 (Ethiopic Apocalypse of) Enoch Jewish, ca. 200 B.C.-A.D. 50 

2 (Slavonic Apocalypse of) Enoch Jewish, ca. A.D. 75-100 

3 (Hebrew Apocalypse of) Enoch Jewish, present form from ca. 5th-6th cent. A.D. 

Sibylline Oracles both Jewish and Christian, ca. 2d cent. B.C.-7th cent. A.D. 

Treatise of Shem ca. near end of first cent. B.C. 

Apocryphon of Ezekiel mostly lost, original form ca. late 1st cent. B.C. 

Apocalypse of Zephaniah mostly lost, original form ca. late 1st cent. B.C. 

4 Ezra original Jewish form after A.D. 70, final Christian additions later 

Greek Apocalypse of Ezra present form is Christian ca. 9th cent. A.D. with both Jewish and Christian sources 

Vision of Ezra a Christian document dating from 4th to 7th cent. A.D. 

Questions of Ezra Christian, but date is imprecise 

Revelation of Ezra Christian and sometime before 9th cent. A.D. 

Apocalypse of Sedrach present form is Christian from ca. 5th cent. with earlier sources 

2 (Syriac Apocalypse of) Baruch Jewish, from ca. A.D, 100 

3 (Greek Apocalypse of) Baruch Christian utilizing Jewish sources, ca. 1st-2d cent A.D. 

Apocalypse of Abraham Jewish primarily, ca. A.D. 70-150 

Apocalypse of Adam - Gnostic derived from Jewish sources from ca. 1st cent. A.D. 

Apocalypse of Elijah both Jewish and Christian, ca. A.D. 150-275 

Apocalypse of Daniel present form ca. 9th cent. A.D., but contains Jewish sources from ca. 4th cent A.D. 
Testaments 


Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs current form is Christian, ca. A.D. 150-200, but Levi, Judah, and Naphtali are Jewish 
and date before A.D. 70 and probably 2d-1st cent. B.C. 


Testament of Job Jewish, ca. late 1st cent. B.C. 

Testaments of the Three Patriarchs Jewish Testaments of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob from ca. A.D. 100 which are linked 
with the Christian Testament of isaac and Jacob 

Testament of Moses Jewish, from ca. early 1st cent A.D. 

Testament of Solomon Jewish, current form ca. 3d cent. A.D., but earliest form ca. A.D. 100 

Testament of Adam Christian in current form ca. late 3d cent. A.D., but used Jewish sources from ca. A.D. 
150-200 

Expansions of Old Testament and other legends 

The Letter of Aristeas Jewish, ca. 200-150 B.C. 

Jubilees Jewish, ca. 130-100 B.C. : 

Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah has three sections, the first Jewish from ca. 100 B.C., and 2d and 3d sections are 
Christian. The second from ca. 2d cent. A.D., and the third, Testament of Hezekiah, 
ca. A.D. 90-100 

Joseph and Asenath Jewish, ca. A.D. 100 

Life of Adam and Eve Jewish, ca. early to middle 1st cent. A.D. 

Pseudo-Philo Jewish, ca. A.D. 66-135 

Lives of the Prophets Jewish, ca. early 1st cent. A.D. with later Christian additions 

Ladder of Jacob earliest form is Jewish dating from late 1st cent. A.D.; one chapter is Christian 

4 Baruch Jewish original but edited by a Christian, ca. A.D. 100-110 

Jannes and Jambres Christian in present form, but dependent on earlier Jewish sources from ca. 1st cent. B.C. 

History of the Rechabites Christian in present form dating ca. 6th cent. A.D., but contains some Jewish sources 
before A.D. 100 

Eldad and Modad very early, probably before the 1st cent. A.D., now lost, but quoted in Shepherd of 


Hermas ca. A.D. 140 


History of Joseph Jewish, but difficult to date 
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TABLE 


14-2 


WISDOM AND PHILOSOPHICAL LITERATURE 


Jewish dating from late 7th or 6th cent. B.C. and cited in Apocryphal Tobit 


Ahigar 

3 Maccabees Jewish, ca. 1st cent. B.C. 
4 Maccabees Jewish, ca. before A.D. 70 
Pseudo-Phocylides 


The Sentences of the Syriac Menander 


More Psalms of David 


TABLE 


PRAYERS, PSALMS AND ODES 


Jewish psalms from ca. 3rd cent B.C. to A.D. 100 
sometimes in Apocrypha, Jewish from ca. early ist cent. A.D. 


Jewish maxims attributed to 6th cent. lonic poet, ca. 50 B.C.-A.D. 100 
Jewish, ca. 3rd cent. A.D. 


14-3 


mostly lost Jewish document from ca. 4th cent A.D. 
Christian but influenced by Judaism and Qumran, ca. A.D. 100 


Prayer of Manasseh 

Psalms of Solomon Jewish, ca. 50-5 B.C. 
Hellenistic Synagogal Prayers Jewish, ca. 2nd-3rd cent A.D. 
Prayer of Joseph Jewish, ca. A.D. 70-135 
Prayer of Jacob 

Odes of Solomon 


| 


mentioned, a fair amount of pseudonymous litera- 
ture in the apocryphal writings and, some would 
argue, in the biblical literature. 

Charlesworth, who has cautioned that not all 
of this literature originates either from the same 
sources or from the same motives, has also identi- 
fied five loosely defined categories of pseudepigra- 
phal writings.’ 

Besides these, there are numerous Christian 
pseudepigraphal writings, including gospels, Acts 
attributed to or concerning various apostles, epis- 
tles, and apocalypses. This literature is mostly sec- 
tarian and appears to appeal to an apostle’s name 
in order to find acceptance in segments of the 
Christian community. Most of this literature is de- 
scribed in detail in Edgar Hennecke and William 
Schneemelcher’s New Testament Apocrypha,* but for 
our purposes we will list only the most commonly 
mentioned literature. In Table 14-4, Dennis Mac- 
Donald has conveniently listed some of the most 
important representatives of this collection, some 
of which currently exist only in fragments.” 

There are also numerous other examples of 
pseudepigrapha in antiquity outside those pro- 
duced within Judaism and early Christianity. Such 


classical writers as Lysias, Galen, Apollonius, Plato, 
Pythagoras, Socrates, and Xenophon had writings 
attributed to them by those who either succeeded 
them in office or position or came after them (see 
ch. 9, sec. 6, above). 

The ethics of the practice of producing pseud- 
onymous literature in the ancient Jewish and Chris- 
tian communities is debated today among scholars. 
As yet, there is no agreement on why it emerged or 
which literature is properly pseudonymous, though 
awareness has grown that distinctions should be 
made in the kinds of literature falling into this cate- 
gory. For some Christians, the issue is how forged 
documents can serve as inspired and sacred litera- 
ture for the church (see ch. 9, sec. 6, above). We 
will return to this question later. 

Aune has noted that there are generally four 
explanations for the existence of pseudonymous 
literature: (1) it arose at a time when the biblical 
canon was already closed and well-known names 
were used to secure acceptance; (2) pseudonymity 
was used to protect the identity of the writer, who 
might be in danger if his true identity were 
known; (3) apocalyptic visionaries may have had 
visions from those figures to whom they attributed 
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their work; and (4) the writer may have identified ture, he argues, pseudonymous authorship was 
with a person of the past and written as his repre- intended to accord the writing in question the es- 
sentative.° Aune believes that the first of these teem and prestige given to the earlier well-known 
options is the most likely, but not without qualifi- figure. As Aune states, “Pseudonymity is func- 
cations. As a device to legitimize a piece of litera- tional only if readers accept the false attribution.”” 


; TABLE 14-4 


CHRISTIAN PSEUDEPIGRAPHICAL WRITINGS 


Gospels® The Protevangelium of James 
The Infancy Gospel of Thomas 
The Gospel of Peter 

The Gospel of Nicodemus 
The Gospel of the Nazoreans 
The Gospel of the Ebionites 
The Gospel of the Hebrews 
The Gospel of the Egyptians 
The Gospel of Thomas 

The Gospel of Philip 

The Gospel of Mary 


Acts” The Acts of John 

The Acts of Peter 

The Acts of Paul 

The Acts of Andrew 

The Acts of Thomas 

The Acts of Andrew and Maithias 
The Acts of Philip 

The Acts of Thaddaeus 

The Acts of Peter and Paul 

The Acts of Peter and Andrew 
The Martyrdom of Matthew 

The Slavonic Act of Peter 

The Acts of Peter and the Twelve Apostles 


Epistles © Third Corinthians 

The Epistle to the Laodiceans 
The Letters of Paul and Seneca 
The Letters of Jesus and Abgar 
The Letter of Lentulus 

The Epistle of Titus 


Apocalypses' : The Apocalypse of Peter 

The Coptic Apocalypse of Paul 
The First Apocalypse of James 
The Second Apocalypse of James 
The Apocryphon of John 


The Sophia of Jesus Christ 


The Letter of Peter to Philip 
The Apocalypse of Mary 
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Although deception may have played a role in 
some pseudepigraphy, one cannot with certainty 
conclude that all of the writers of pseudepigrapha 
wrote for purposes of deception. Charlesworth 
notes seven different categories of pseudepigrapha 
in the literature of early Christianity, including 
that of the NT. Many would not accept that there 
are pseudepigrapha in the NT, but for those who 
do, the following list attempts to categorize some of 
their possible origins: 


(1) works not by an author but probably containing 
some of his own thoughts (Ephesians and Colossians); 
(2) documents by someone who was influenced by 
another person to whom the work is ascribed (1 
Peter and maybe James); (3) compositions influenced 
by earlier works of an author to whom they are as- 
signed (1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, Titus); (4) Gospels 
(eventually) attributed to an apostle but deriving 
from later circles or schools of learned individuals 
(Matthew and John); (5) Christian writings attributed 
by their authors to an Old Testament personality 
(Testament of Adam, Odes of Solomon, Apocalypse of Eli- 


jah, Ascension of Isaiah); (6) once-anonymous works - 


(perhaps Mark, Luke, and Acts) now correctly or in- 
correctly credited to someone (some manuscripts at- 
tribute Hebrews to Paul); (7) compositions that in- 
tentionally try to deceive the reader into thinking 
that the author is someone famous (2 Peter). 


If some of the NT writings above are pseudepig- 
raphal (see the comments in the chapters above re- 
garding these books, and ch. 9, sec. 6, above), this 
literature may well have been produced with a 
view toward deception. And yet it is likely that 
some examples of it were written in the sincere be- 
lief that the pseudepigraph represented what the 
earlier hero, often a prophetic figure or an apostle, 
was known for or practiced. Many biblical scholars 
believe that pseudepigrapha are found in the bibli- 
cal canon, though not all agree on which writings 
of the Bible are pseudonymous. For example, most 
agree that the OT book of Daniel is ppeudonymous, 
even though a few scholars maintain that the earli- 
est form of the book did in fact derive from the He- 
brew prophet and that only its latest or final form 
stems from the mid-second century B.C. Some 
scholars question whether the Gospels of Matthew 
and John were written by these apostles, and many 
also dismiss Markan and Lukan authorship of the 
Gospels that have their name attached. This re- 
veals imprecise thinking, however, since the ca- 
nonical Gospels cannot be pseudepigraphal, as 
none of the original texts of these Gospels appear to 


have had names attached to them. They are more 
appropriately designated “anonymous” literature, 
as Charlesworth notes above in his category 6. The 
earliest writer to claim apostolic authorship for his 
gospel is the writer of the Gospel of Thomas (ca. A.D. 
90? at the earliest in its Greek form). Further, many 
scholars agree that Paul did not write all the litera- 
ture that was later attributed to him. This includes 
especially the Pastoral Epistles (1 and 2 Timothy, 
Titus), possibly also Ephesians, Colossians, 2 Thessa- 
lonians, and certainly Hebrews (which also is for- 
mally anonymous and not actually pseudepigra- 
phal). Many other writings not in our NT are also 
generally acknowledged as pseudonymous works, 
including the Didache, 2 Clement, the Apostolic Con- 
stitutions and Canons, Barnabas, the Gospel of Thomas, 
and many more. The practice of writing under an 
assumed name was apparently fairly common in 
the early church until the mid-second century, 
when its practice was called into question, as the 
example of the Gospel of Peter illustrates (Eusebius, 
Hist. eccl. 6.12.2-3; see ch. 9, sec. 6, and ch. 13, sec. 
3, above) though the book was not finally rejected 
over issues related to authorship but, rather, be- 
cause of theological irregularities. 

It is also interesting that the Apostolic Constitu- 
tions and Canons, which themselves are pseudepig- 
raphal, warn against Christians reading pseudepig- 
raphal literature! First the producers of this writing 
claim to be apostles: 


On whose account also we, who are now assembled 
in one place,—Peter and Andrew; James and John, 
sons of Zebedee; Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas 
and Matthew; James the son of Alphaeus; Simon the 
Canaanite, and Matthias, who instead of Judas was 
numbered with us; and James the brother of the Lord 
and bishop of Jerusalem, and Paul the teacher of the 
Gentiles, the chosen vessel, having all met together, 
have written to you this Catholic doctrine for the 
confirmation of you, to whom the oversight of the 
universal Church is committed. (Apos. Con. 6.14 
[ANF}) 


Then, two chapters later, they comment about 
those who produce such writings: 


We have sent all things to you, that you may know 
our opinion, what it is; and that you may not receive 
those books which obtain in our name, but are writ- 
ten by the ungodly. For you are not to attend to the 
names of the apostles, but to the nature of the things, 
and their settled opinions. For we know that Simon 
and Cleobius, and their followers, have compiled poi- 
sonous books under the name of Christ and of His 
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disciples, and do carry them about in order to de- 
ceive you who love Christ, and us his servants. And 
among the ancients also some have written apocry- 
phal books of Moses, and Enoch, and Adam, and Isa- 
iah, and David, and Elijah, and of the three patri- 
archs, pernicious and repugnant to the truth. The 
same things even now have the wicked heretics 
done, reproaching the creation, marriage, provi- 
dence, the begetting of children, the law, and the 
prophets; inscribing certain barbarous names, and as 
they think, of angels, but to speak the truth, of dem- 
ons, which suggest things to them (ibid., 6.16 [ANF]). 


What this implies has been variously inter- 
preted. One reading is that the standard applied to 
pseudepigrapha was orthodoxy. If a writing fit in 
theologically with what was acceptable to a partic- 
ular Christian community, then it was acceptable 
even though it may have been written by someone 
other than the author listed. Another view, noted 
above, is that there was the assumption that any 
work written under the name of Christ and one of 
his disciples was by: nature deceptive and hence 
one should not rely upon the attributed names to 
betray it but, rather, look at its unwholesome 
teaching, which was bound to reveal its deleterious 
nature. It is also worth noting that the concerns 
over the deceptive nature of pseudepigrapha come 
mostly from the fourth to the sixth centuries—not 
from the time when it was produced. Such litera- 
ture may have been more acceptable at the time of 
its writing and less so at a later time (fourth cen- 
tury) when matters of canon were at issue. 

Koch has noted that particular names were 
able to attract entire genres of literature. For ex- 
ample, all divine law came from Moses, wisdom 
from Solomon, and church regulations from ‘apos- 
tles, as in the case of the Didache and the Apostolic 
Constitutions and Canons.'3 A typical justification of 
pseudonymous literature is that pseudonymous 
writings imply the writer’s consciousness that “as- 
sociation with a tradition confers legitimacy.” Koch 
explains that “in many cases the authors to whom 
the writings are ascribed are considered as alive in 
heaven and therefore still effective in the present. 
To this extent attribution of authorship to men of 
God is similar to ascribing it to God, Christ, or an- 
gels. Since what is involved is not the conscious 
use of an inaccurate name, the designation ‘pseud- 
onymous’ should be used only with reservations.”!* 
Charlesworth agrees and warns against calling all 
such literature forgeries.» Whereas not all pseud- 
epigrapha may have been intended to deceive read- 


ers and the authors may have considered it ac- 
ceptable to attribute a writing to one who had in- 
spired them, not all scholars accept that the pro- 
cess of having such works accepted as canonical 
was straightforward. The fact that no work known 
to be pseudepigraphal was accepted into any writer's 
group of accepted writings in the ancient Greco- 
Roman world—this includes not only the NT but 
secular writers as well'°—and if discovered to be 
such, a writing was rejected, indicates to some 
scholars that, despite perhaps good intentions, 
some potentially deceptive mechanism must have 
been in place to secure canonical acceptance (see 
ch. 9, sec. 6). By the fourth century, as we see in 
the writings of Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 3.25.4—7), any 
writing that was believed pseudonymous was re- 
jected. Such discussions are very sparce before the 
fourth century, and many of the pseudepigraphal 
works were considered sacred Scripture among the 
church fathers before that time (e.g., Tertullian 
cited 1 Enoch as Scripture to deal with women’s at- 
tire in Apparel 1.3, and the pseudonymous Barnabas 
was in several collections of sacred books well into 
the fourth and fifth centuries A.D.). For NT ques- 
tions, it is possible that some writings gained wide 
acceptance under the assumption that the writing 
was produced by an apostle—for instance, Hebrews. 
But when this book was later deemed nonapostolic, 
the church continued to retain it in its biblical 
canon, though not without hesitation on the part 
of many. When most of these pseudepigraphal 
writings were produced, discussions of the NT 
canon and pseudonymous writings were rare. The 
wide acceptance of much of this literature when it 
was first produced does not necessarily imply na- 
ivete in the first readers but may simply reflect dif- 
ferent concerns and a different understanding of 
that genre of literature. Some scholars are not 
bothered by the idea that pseudonymous literature 
may have been included in the NT under these con- 
ditions; others find such conclusions unacceptable. 


2. THE PROBLEM OF PSEUDONYMITY 


There is an almost universal response of disbe- 
lief and disappointment among Christians who 
hear for the first time that the ascribed author of 
one of the biblical books did not actually write the 
work to which his name is attached. This is, no 
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doubt, because we live in an age in which both pla- 
giarism and writing in another person’s name are 
looked upon as unethical, and it is easy to assume 
unethical motivations in those who produced this 
literature in the ancient religious communities. Al- 
though it may be true in many cases, other writ- 
ings may have been written in honor of a particu- 
lar hero of the prophetic or apostolic tradition. It is 
not always easy to discover the motive of a writer 
who produced such literature. Whether the reason 
was to gain acceptance for a particular perspective 
that the writer wanted others to accept but that 
may not have been well received, or to give honor 
to an earlier hero of the faith, or simply to deceive 
in order to gain acceptance is not always easy to 
determine. In the case of the Letter of Aristeas, it 
seems clear that the author, probably a Jew, want- 
ing to establish the divinely given status of both the 
LXX and the temple, perpetuated a widely accepted 
tradition that did just that. Whether the author of 
the Pastoral Epistles (if he was not Paul) simply 
wanted apostolic sanction for his views on church 
organization and discipline and therefore attached 
Paul’s name to his own writings is not easy to de- 
termine, especially since there are probably au- 
thentic Pauline traditions in this collection—for 
example, the rejection of Paul in Asia Minor, the 
manner of the apostle’s death, and many of the 
closing comments to colleagues in 2 Tim 4:14—22. 
Finding a satisfactory explanation for the presence 
of authentic traditions within a pseudonymous 
writing is overly optimistic and is not likely to sat- 
isfy those who believe that all such literature is de- 
ceptive. Other scholars, however, believe that some 
authentic traditions may well survive in literature 
produced in the name of an earlier hero. An ex- 
ample of this in the OT is the book of Daniel. Few 
scholars today believe that the book, in its current 
form, is the work of the biblical Daniel who was 
taken into exile in Babylon, but many scholars 
have argued that the story preserved in the current 
form of the book contains authentic and histori- 
cally reliable information from that period. Some 
parts of the book best fit the context of the second 
century B.C. (ch. 11), but other aspects about Dan- 
iel, the Babylonian leader, and the fall of Babylon 
seem to reflect an earlier period. The Acts of Paul 
(ca, 2d cent.) is acknowledged by all to be pseudon- 
ymous, but it may well contain some authentic tra- 
ditions about Paul (this is the only ancient writing 


that physically describes him), and much of the 
story of Thecla is believed to have some basis in re- 
ality. This may be the case also in the Pastoral 
Epistles, which almost certainly reflect some genu- 
ine traditions about Paul but may nonetheless be 
pseudonymous writings or, better, pseudepigra- 
phal. The tendency among scholars is either to ac- 
cept the Pastoral Epistles completely as the work of 
Paul or, as in the case of the majority of scholars, 
to reject them as the work of Paul. There are other 
alternatives to consider, however, including the 
role of an amanuensis or scribe, current followers 
of Paul (such as Luke), or even later followers (an 
unknown author) helping produce them, What we 
are suggesting here is that not all of the pseudony- 
mous literature of the ancient world came out of 
the same mold. Care should be taken in each in- 
stance to determine not only authorship, whenever 
that is possible, but also motive and procedure in 
producing the writing. 

If one accepts that there are pseudonymous 
writings in the NT, another question often arises: 
How can a writing be maintained in our canon if 
the work was not written by the one to whom it 
was ascribed? How can its inspiration be legitimate 
if it is a forgery, especially if that book was accepted 
into the canon for the wrong reasons, that is, on 
the basis of apostolic authorship? This matter can- 
not be completely solved here, but again it is appro- 
priate to question whether all ancient pseudony- 
mous writers’ intentions were unethical or whether 
all such literature was written with the same inten- 
tion; it is also important to question the depend- 
ence of divine inspiration on apostolic authorship. 
Is the writing inspired because it was written by a 
particular writer or because the writing inherently 
addresses the needs and circumstances of the 
church to whom it was written, with a divine mes- 
sage that continues to have relevance for the 
church today? There is nothing in antiquity that 
suggests that only the apostolic witness was in- 
spired and that all other voices were not. On the 
contrary, the early church did not believe that the 
role of inspiration was limited to the apostles or to 
writings per se but that it was given to the whole 
church in perpetuity. The church was in the age of 
the Spirit, and there is no definite time when that 
was perceived to have stopped. In the first five cen- 
turies of the church everything that was true was 
also considered inspired of God. Only if it was un- 
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true was it considered uninspired. The apparent 
reason a book such as Hebrews was retained in our 
biblical canon, even though many of the early 
church fathers did not believe that Paul wrote it, 
was its useful message to the church. Although 
many of the church fathers may have accepted it 
because they thought Paul wrote it, the majority 
had serious questions about it and placed it in vari- 
ous places in their canons, noting their doubt about 
its authorship.!” 

But what about the acceptance of a writing be- 
cause it was believed to have been written by an 
apostle when in fact it was not? If a writing only 
made it into the biblical canon because it was re- 
puted to have been written by an apostle, should 
that writing be taken out of the canon if it can be 
reasonably shown that an apostle never wrote it? It 
is perhaps better to see how that writing speaks to 
the worship, needs, and mission of the church and 
to determine its inspiration based on this and on its 
faithfulness to the authentic witness of Jesus pre- 
served in the early Christian literature. Our present 
canon is consciously and explicitly not limited to 
apostolic authorship (e.g., Mark, Luke-Acts, Jude), 
and the early church found, for a long period of 
time, some nonapostolic writings particularly help- 
ful in worship and catechetical instruction (1 Clem- 
ent, Didache, Barnabas, Shepherd of Hermas; see ch. 
13, above). It is arguable that a similar case should 
be made for originally anonymous literature that, 
though earlier attributed to an apostle, has subse- 
quently been determined by careful investigation to 
be otherwise (e.g., perhaps Matthew, John). Con- 
cerning Revelation, the writing is not anonymous, 
but which John wrote it is unknown, though his- 
torically it has been attributed tothe Apostle John 
even if the book does not say this specifically. 

The value of apocryphal and pseudepigraphal 
literature for a study of early Christianity cannot be 
overestimated. Along with the canonical literature, 
the apocryphal and pseudepigraphal literature 
presents as clearly as any other what Barnstone 
calls “a lucid picture of the life and ideals of the 
early Christendom.”!® Without it we have only a 
vague understanding of the emergence and growth 
of early Christianity. It shows us the great diver- 
sity—at a later time not tolerated—in the forma- 
tive years of the Christian community. This body of 
literature is also invaluable in bringing some clar- 
ity to our understanding of many commonly used 


terms and ideas in the NT, especially Son of Man, 
angels, and the notion of apocalyptic eschatology, 
kingdom, messianic expectations, the NT’s use of 
the OT, and many more topics of special interest. 
Most interpreters of Scripture today see the im- 
mense value of this literature for informing our un- 
derstanding of the context of the NT. 


3. THE AGRAPHA 


Various sayings of Jesus circulated in the early 
Christian community, at first orally but then written 
down in works outside the canonical Gospels. They 
have been found in Christian apocryphal writings, 
in writings of the early church fathers, and even in 
some surviving manuscripts of the NT. These say- 
ings, commonly called agrapha (&ypada), were 
made popular by Jeremias in a small but important 
book that both lists and discusses these sayings.|? 
Since this literature may have functioned in an 
authoritative manner in the early church, it be- 
comes an important part of the ancient literature 
that informed early Christianity. This raises a sig- 
nificant question for the study of the biblical 
canon: should this literature also be added to it? 

Scholars have known for some time that a large 
number of sayings of Jesus circulated in the early 
Christian community in its noncanonical literature. 
There are reportedly 266 of these sayings surviving 
outside the biblical literature, but scholars disagree 
on how many of them are authentic to Jesus.7° 
They are found in the NT apocryphal sources, 
such as the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of Peter, 
but also in many other sources. Jeremias believes 
that, of the much larger list, only 18 of the sayings 
are authentic to Jesus. Hofius, on the other hand, 
argues that even Jeremias’s conclusions were too 
generous. He claims that only 9 of the agrapha 
need be taken seriously and that, of these, only 4 
or 5 are probably authentic to Jesus.7! In the fol- 
lowing selection of examples of agrapha, we follow 
Hofius’s more conservative list of 9 sayings and 
note that he fully supports the authenticity of only 
the 5 sayings that are marked by an asterisk. 


1. “As you are found, so will you be led away [sc. to 
judgment].” (Syriac Liber Graduum, Serm. 3.3; 15.4) 


2. “Ask for the great things, and God will add to you 
what is small.” (Clement of Alexandria, Misc. 
1.24.158) 


3. “Be competent [approved] money-changers!” (Ps. 
Clem. Hom. 2.51.1; 3.50.2; 18.20.4) 


*4. “On the same day he [Jesus] saw a man working 
on the sabbath. He said to him: ‘Man, if you know 
what you are doing, you are blessed; but if you do 
not know, you are accursed and a transgressor of the 
law!” (Luke 6:5 Codex D). 


*5. “He who is near me is near the fire; he who is far 
from me is far from the kingdom.” (Gos. Thom. §82: 
Origen, In Jer. hom. lat. 3.3; Didymus, In Psalm. 88.8) 


*6. “(He who today) stands far off will tomorrow be 
(near to you).” (P.Oxy. 1224 Fr. 2 recto col. i 5) 


*7, “And only then shall you be glad, when you look 


on your brother with love.” (Gos. Heb., according to 
Jerome, In Eph. 5.4)? 


TABLE 


642 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


8. “The kingdom is like a wise fisherman who cast 
his net into the sea; he drew it up from the sea full of 
small fish; among them he found a large (and) good 
fish; that wise fisherman threw all the small fish 
down into the sea; he chose the large fish without re- 
gret.” (Gos. Thom. §8) 


9. “How is it then with you? For you are here in the 
temple. Are you then clean? . . . Woe to you blind 
who see not! You have washed yourself in water that 
is poured forth, in which dogs and swine lie night 
and day, and washed and scoured your outer skin, 
which harlots and flute girls also anoint, bathe, 
scour, and beautify to arouse desire in men, but in- 
wardly they are filled with scorpions and with [all 
manner of ev]il. But I and [my disciples], of whom 
you say that we have not [bathed, have bath]ed our- 
selves in the livfing and clean] water, which comes 
down from [the father in heaven]” (P.Oxy. 840 §2). 


14-5 


APOCRYPHAL GOSPELS 


Gospel of Peter 


Gospel of Thomas 


preserved in quotations by various Fathers 
preserved in quotations by various Fathers 


preserved in a large fragment from Akhmim in Egypt 
(P.Cairo 10759) and P.Oxy. 2949 and possibly 4009 


preserved in Nag Hammadi Codex II and P.Oxy. 1, 
654, and 655 


Protevangelium of James preserved in a supposed letter of Clement of 
Alexandria 


P.Vindob. Greek 2325 Fayyum Fragment 
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*10. “And never be joyful, save when you look upon 
your brother in love.” (Gos. Heb. §5; compare Jerome, 
In Eph, 3 [on Eph 5:4)).74 


Besides perhaps functioning authoritatively in 
the communities in which they were discovered, 
some of these extracanonical sayings may have cir- 
culated quite widely in the church, even though 
they never became a part of a fixed canonical col- 
lection in the developing Christian communities. 

The question today is not so much whether au- 
thentic sayings of Jesus may have been preserved 
in the noncanonical sources but, rather, how to 
distinguish among them and what to do with those 
finally regarded as authentic. For our purposes, we 
may ask whether they should be added to the ca- 
nonical scriptures of the Christian community if 
they are deemed to be original or authentic sayings 
of Jesus. Should they inform the theology of the 
church today as they did in ancient times, forming 
a part of the authoritative base for constructing the 
church’s doctrinal teachings? Do they provide an 
independent tradition or source for scholars to re- 
construct the life and teaching of Jesus? There is no 
agreement among scholars on these questions, but 
more and more, there is an acknowledgment that 
some authentic sayings of Jesus may well exist in 
the noncanonical sources. While there is no con- 
sensus on which of the many extracanonical say- 
ings of Jesus are authentic, a growing number of 
scholars agree that they are an important resource 
for historical-Jesus research. They also raise impor- 
tant questions for the study of the biblical canon. 

The most commonly cited apocryphal gospels 
which are employed in the more recent historical- 
Jesus research are those in Table 145° 

There is strong disagreement on the evaluative 
process to determine whether Jesus said any of the 
things attributed to him in these sources, and no 
one today seriously believes that everything con- 
tained in these sources was said or done by Jesus. 
But how do we decide among them? What criteria 
are employed to decide the matter? The same crite- 
ria that scholars use for evaluating the Gospels are 
often used to determine the authenticity of non- 
canonical sayings of Jesus. These are discussed in 
more detail in ch. 4, above. 

As noted, when these criteria are applied to the 
agrapha, the number of purportedly authentic say- 
ings is greatly reduced. But there is still this ques- 
tion: what are we to do with the sayings that 


remain? In the Gospel of Thomas, for instance, of the 
perhaps twenty or so possibly authentic sayings of 
Jesus in that document, can they be explained as a 
conflation of the canonical Gospels, or is there 
more to them? Some scholars place remarkable 
confidence in these sources. Koester claims that 
the canonical Gospels were dependent upon non- 
canonical sources such as the earlier Sayings 
Source (Q), the Gospel of Thomas, the Dialogue of the 
Savior, the unknown gospel of P.Egerton 2, the 
Apocryphon of James, and the Gospel of Peter,”° 
Crossan also depends heavily on the extracanonical 
literature for his portrait of Jesus as a Jewish peas- 
ant cynic philosopher, and he claims that much 
of this literature predates the canonical literature 
and offers authentic sayings of Jesus.” He also 
places the Gospel of Peter prior to the Synoptics and 
the Gospel of John (somewhere in the A.D. 50s). 
The questions related to the dating of these sources 
vary widely according to the many scholars who 
study them and cannot be settled here. Evans and 
Meier, strongly disagreeing with Crossan, con- 
clude that the noncanonical sources do not consti- 
tute an important and independent source for the 
teaching of Jesus but, for the most part, are de- 
pendent on the canonical sources. 28 Meier claims 
that the rabbinic material, the agrapha, and the 
apocryphal gospels do not “offer us reliable new 
information or authentic sayings that are inde- 
pendent of the NT.”2? Meier’s conclusion is worth 
repeating: 


For better or for worse, in our quest for the histori- 
cal Jesus, we are largely confined to the canonical 
Gospels; the genuine “corpus” is infuriating in its 
restrictions. For the historian it is a galling limita- 
tion. But to call upon the Gospel of Peter or the Gos- 
pel of Thomas to supplement our Four Gospels is to 
broaden out our pool of sources from the difficult to 
the incredible. 


The strong differences in the scholarly commu- 
nity over these matters suggest that the final an- 
swers to the questions raised over the earliest and 
most authentic sources for the study of Jesus and 
his teachings, as well as the dependencies and rela- 
tionships of these sources, have not yet been finally 
determined, at least not for some scholars. 

Papias’s comment (ca. A.D, 130-140) about the 
circulation of the oral teachings of Jesus—“For I 
did not suppose that information from books would 
help me so much as the word of a living and sur- 
viving voice” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.29.4 [LCL])— 
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confirms that the oral traditions that were passed 
on in the churches had more meaning or value for 
him (and probably for others) than those written in 


books (the canonical Gospels and others?). This 
witness may inform us of the significance that 
these sayings had in the life of the early church. 
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appendix 


CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS AND PERSONS RELEVANT TO 
THE HISTORY OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY (200 B.C—A.D. 200) 


1. CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS IN THE WORLD OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 
AND THE EARLY CHURCH 


The following dates, like all ancient dating methods, are approximate and often based 
on conflicting data or data that is interpreted variously by the scholars who investigate it. 
They are, however, among the most generally accepted dates for the major events affect- 
ing early Christianity. Scholars of this period agree that the majority of the dates listed 
below are always subject to change when more information comes to light. The double as- 
terisk (**) signifies the firmer dates in New Testament chronology. The dates of rulers are 
those of their reigns. Those dates of others referring to the periods of their productivity (lit- 
erary or otherwise) are marked “fl.” (“flourished”). 


332-330 B.C. Alexander the Great (356-323 B.C.) conquers Palestine 

250-100 B.C. Origins of the LXX translation in Egypt 

198-142 B.c. Palestine taken over by the Seleucid Dynasty. Ptolemy V defeated by 
Antiochus III (“the Great”) at Panion (Caesarea-Philippi) 

169 B.c. Antiochus IV Epiphanes invades Egypt and ruthlessly subjugates 
Palestine 

168-167 B.C. Mattathias, a priest, emerges as the leader of the nation of Israel in its 
revolt against the Seleucid Dynasty 

165 B.C. Religious freedom won by Judas Maccabeus, “the Hammer,” who 
carried on the revolt begun by his father Mattathias 

159-142 B.C. Jonathan Maccabeus succeeds as leader of the nation after the death 
of Judas Maccabeus 

142 B.c. Political independence from Seleucid Dynasty established by Jonathan 
and Simon Maccabeus 

142-134 B.C. Simon Maccabeus establishes the Hasmonean Dynasty 


134-104 B.c. John Hyrcanus I succeeds Simon and extends the borders of the nation 


ca. 125 B.C. 


104-103 B.C. 
103-76 B.C. 
76-67 B.C. 
67-63 B.C. 


63 B.C. 
63-43 B.C. 
63-40 B.C. 
58-44 B.C. 
41 B.C. 


40 B.C. 
40-37 B.C. 


37 B.C. 
32-31 B.c.** 


30 B.c.—A.D. 10 
20-19 B.C. 

10 B.c.-A.D. 40 
6-4 B.c.** 

4 B.c.** 

4 B.C.-A.D. 39 
6 A.D. 

A.D, 12-14 
AD. 14 

A.D. 26-27** 
A.D. 26-36 

ca. A.D, 28-29 
A.D, 29-30** 
AD. 31-34 
A.D, 32-34 
AD. 33-44 


A.D. 40-65 
A.D. 41-44 
A.D. 44** 
A.D. 44 
A.D. 47-49 
A.D. 48-49 


A.D, 49-50 
ca. A.D, 49-62 
A.D. 50 

A.D. 50-52** 
A.D. 53-55/56 
A.D. 53-57 
A.D. 54-68 
A.D. 57-62 
A.D. 60-61 
A.D. 62 

A.D. 62** 
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Possible date of the establishment of the Essene community at 
Qumran. The Pharisee party comes into prominence 

Aristobulus has a short rule as a Hasmonean king 

Alexander Jannaeus rules the Jewish people 

Salome Alexandra succeeds her husband as ruler of the Jewish people 

Aristobulus II rules the Jewish people until Rome invades the nation 
and the Hasmonean Dynasty loses power 

Pompey invades Jerusalem 

Cicero fl. 

Hyrcanus II rules a part of the Jewish people, but with little power 

Julius Caesar fl. 

Octavian along with Mark Antony defeats Brutus and Cassius at 
Philippi 

Parthians invade Syria and help in the Hasmonean struggle in 
Jerusalem 

Antigonus Mattathias, son of Aristobulus II, serves as high priest until 
he is drowned by Herod the Great 

Herod the Great captures Jerusalem and begins his reign 

Octavian defeats Mark Antony at Actium and unites the Roman 
Empire. Octavian becomes Caesar Augustus 

Two leading rabbis, Shammai and Hillel, fl. 

Herod begins the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem 

Philo in Egypt fl. 

Birth of Jesus 

Herod the Great dies 

Herod’s sons (Archelaus, Antipas, and Philip) rule Palestine 

Archelaus deposed and Judea ruled by Roman governors 

Coregency of Caesar Augustus and Tiberius 

Beginning of Tiberius’s reign as Roman emperor 

Beginning of John the Baptist’s ministry 

Pilate is procurator of Judea 

Beginning of Jesus’ ministry 

Death of Jesus in Jerusalem 

Stephen martyred 

Conversion of the Apostle Paul 

Paul in Tarsus for ten years, after which he goes to the church in 
Antioch with Barnabas 

Seneca of Rome fl. 

Herod Agrippa becomes king of Samaria and Judea 

Peter imprisoned in Jerusalem; James beheaded 

King Herod Agrippa dies. Judea becomes a province again 

Paul’s first missionary journey with Barnabas 

Jews (including probably Christian Jews) expelled from Rome (Acts 
18:1-2) 

Jerusalem Council decides for Gentile freedom from the law (Acts 15) 

Period of Paul's correspondence 

Paul’s second missionary journey begins 

Paul’s ministry in Corinth 

Paul in Ephesus 

Paul’s third missionary journey 

Nero the Roman emperor 

Paul’s arrest in Jerusalem and imprisonment 

Paul goes to Rome as a prisoner (events of Acts end) 

Peter goes to Rome 

James the brother of Jesus martyred in Jerusalem 
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A.D. 62-64** The church leaves Jerusalem for Pella in the midst of persecution 

A.D. 64 Rome burned probably by Nero, but Christians blamed. Persecution of 
Christians follows 

A.D. 64-67** Peter and Paul die in Rome under Nero’s persecution (end of apostolic 
age) 

A.D, 65-95 Post- or subapostolic age begins with the deaths of the primary 
apostles (Peter and Paul, and James, the leader of the church in 
Jerusalem) 

A.D. 66-74** First Jewish war. Jerusalem under siege and finally destroyed in 70. 


Temple worship is ended, along with the Sadducees’ party; the 
demise of the Sanhedrin 


A.D. 68-69 Turmoil in Rome; four Roman emperors in a year 

A.D. 70 Rabbinical academy established at Jamnia (Jabneh) by Rabban 
Johanan ben Zakkai, son of Rabban Gamaliel (Acts 5:34) 

A.D. 70-90 Often called the Tunnel period, since not much is known of events 


during this time. Pharisaism and the rabbis emerge as the 
dominant expression of Judaism. Also date of the production of the 


Didache 

A.D. 73~74** Masada, earlier fortified by Herod the Great, becomes the last 
stronghold of the Jews but falls to the Romans 

A.D. 75 Josephus writes Jewish War 

A.D. 81-96 Domitian rules the Roman Empire 

A.D, 85-95 Outbreak of a persecution against the Christians 

A.D. 90-95 Rise of heresy (Docetism; see 1 John 4:1-3) in the church 

A.D. 90 Jews meet at Jamnia to deal with the reformation of Judaism, 
especially one without its temple cultus 

A.D. 93 Josephus writes Antiquities of the Jews 

A.D. 94-95 John the apostle dies on the Isle of Patmos, off the coast near Ephesus, 


during Domitian’s persecution 
ca. A.D. 95-100 _—_ Beginning of the period of the Apostolic Fathers. Clement of Rome 
writes 1 Clement 


A.D. 98-117 Trajan rules the Roman Empire 

A.D. 100 Josephus dies 

A.D. 115-117 Epistles and martyrdom of Ignatius 

A.D. 117-138 Hadrian reigns as Roman emperor 

A.D. 120 Shepherd of Hermas written 

A.D, 125 Quadratus, earliest Christian apologist, fl. 
A.D. 130 Basilides, gnostic writer, fl. 


A.D. 132-135 Second Jewish War: the Bar Kokhba rebellion put down by Rome, the 
Jews expelled from Jerusalem by Hadrian, and Jerusalem named 
Aelia Capitolina after the emperor’s mother 


A.D. 135 Gnosticism flourishes 

A.D. 140-160 Marcion and Valentinus begin their teaching. Marcion writes 
Contradictions and Prologues 

A.D, 145 Aristides, second Christian apologist, writes 

A.D. 150 Writing of Epistle to Diognetus (by Polycarp?) 

A.D. 154 Polycarp goes to Rome 

A.D. 156 Montanus begins his ministry 

A.D. 160 Justin Martyr writes Apologies and Dialogue with Trypho 

A.D. 160-200 Galen fl. 

A.D. 166 Polycarp martyred 

A.D. 170 Heracleon, the gnostic Christian, writes 

A.D. 172-185 Montanist movement flourishes in Phrygia 

A.D. 175-180 Catechetical school begun in Alexandria by Pantaenus and later 


(180-200) headed by Clement of Alexandria 
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A.D. 175-180 Tatian, producer of Diatessaron, fl. 

A.D. 177-180 Athenagoras writes Supplication for the Christians 

A.D. 178 Celsus writes True Reason, the first major reasoned attack on the 
Christian faith 

A.D. 180 Theophilus of Antioch writes To Autolycus 

A.D. 180-185 Irenaeus writes Against Heresies 

A.D. 190 Clement of Alexandria writes Miscellanies 

A.D. 190-220 Tertullian fl. 

A.D. 195 A major controversy emerges between the churches in the east and 


those in the west on when to celebrate Easter. Irenaeus intervenes 
in Rome in what is called the Quartodeciman controversy 


2. HASMONEAN DYNASTY (SECOND AND FIRST CENTURIES B.c.) 


Mattathias (d. 166) 

Judas Maccabeus (d. 160) 
Eleazar (d. 163) 

John (d. 159) 

Jonathan (159-142) 

Simon (142-134) 

John Hyrcanus I (134-104) 
Aristobulus (104-103) 
Alexander Jannaeus (103-76) 
Salome Alexandra (76-67) 
Aristobulus II (67-63) 
Hyrcanus II (63-40, d. 30) 
Antigonus Mattathias (40-37), son of Aristobulus II 


3. HERODIAN DYNASTY 


Antipater (procurator of Judea, 55-43 B.C.) 

Herod the Great (40/37-4 B.C.), married to Mariamne I (d. 29 B.C.), granddaughter of 
Hyrcanus II 

Herod Archelaus over Judea, Samaria, and Idumea (4 B.C.—A.D. 6) 

Herod Antipas over Galilee and Perea (4 B.C.—A.D. 39) 

Herod Philip over Batanea, Auranitis, and Trachonitis (4 B.C—A.D. 33/34) 

Herod Agrippa I over Galilee (A.D. 40), over all Israel (A.D. 41-44) 

Herod Agrippa II over territory of his father (ca. A.D. 50-100) 


4. JEWISH HIGH PRIESTS 


Joazar son of Boethus (4 B.C.) 

Eleazar son of Boethus (4 B.C. —?) 

Jesus son of See (?—?) 

Annas (A.D. 6-15) 

Ishmael son of Phiabi (A.D. 15-16) 

Eleazar son of Annas (A.D. 16-17) 

Simon son of Camithus (A.D. 17-18) 

Josephus Caiaphas son-in-law of Annas (A.D. 18-36) 
Jonathan son of Annas (A.D. 36-37) 
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Theophilus son of Annas (A.D. 37-?) 
Simon Cantheras son of Boethus (A.D. 41) 
Matthias son of Annas (A.D. 41-44) 
Elionaeus son of Cantheras (A.D. 44-46) 
Ananus son of Annas (A.D. 62) 


5. ROMAN PREFECTS AND PROCURATORS OF JUDEA AND SAMARIA 


Coponius (A.D. 6-9) 

Marcus Ambibulus (A.D. 9-12) 
Annius Rufus (A.D. 12-15) 
Valerius Gratus (A.D. 15-26) 
Pontius Pilate (A.D. 26-36) 
Marcellus (A.D. 36-37) 

Marullus (A.D. 37-41) (of all of Israel) 
Fadus (A.D. 44-46) 

Tiberius Alexander (A.D. 46-48) 
Ventidius Cumanus (A.D. 48-52) 
Felix (A.D. 52-60) 

Porcius Festus (A.D. 60-62) 
Albinus (A.D. 62-64) 

Gessius Florus (A.D. 64-66) 


6. ROMAN EMPERORS 


Augustus/Octavian (30 B.C—A.D. 14) 
Tiberius (A.D. 14-37, or A.D. 12-37 if coregency with Augustus) 
Gaius Caligula (A.D. 37-41) 

Claudius (A.D. 41-54) 

Nero (A.D. 54-68) 

Galba (A.D. 68-69) 

Otho (A.D. 69) 

Vitellius (A.D. 69) 

Vespasian (A.D. 69-79) 

Titus (A.D. 79-81) 

Domitian (A.D. 81-96) 

Nerva (A.D. 96-98) 

Trajan (A.D. 98-117) 

Hadrian (A.D. 117-135) 

Antonius Pius (A.D. 138-161) 
Marcus Aurelius (A.D. 162-180) 
Commodus (A.D. 180-192) 

Four emperors (A.D. 193-194) 
Septimus Severus (A.D. 193-211) 


7. MESSIANIC CLAIMANTS AROUND THE TIME OF JESUS 


Judas of Sepphoris, son of i the “brigand chief” (4 B.C.) 
Simon of Perea (4 B.C.) 
Athronges the shepherd of Judea (42 B.C.) 
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Menahem (grand) son of Judas of Sepphoris (A.D. 66) 
John of Gischala, son of Levi (A.D. 67-70) 

Simon bar Giora of Gerasa (A.D. 68-70) 

Lukuas of Cyrene (A.D. 115) 

Simeon bar Koziba/bar Kokhba (A.D. 132-135) 


8. JEWISH PROPHETS AROUND THE TIME OF JESUS 


John the Baptist (A.D. late 20s) 

The “Samaritan” (ca. A.D. 26-36) 

Theudas (ca. A.D. 45) 

The “Egyptian” Jew (ca. A.D. 56) 

An anonymous “impostor” (ca. A.D. 61) 

Jesus son of Ananias (A.D. 62-69) 

Jonathan the Weaver, refugee of Cyrene (ca. A.D. 71) 


appe 


GLOSSARY OF CRITICAL AND HISTORICAL TERMS’ 


Abba. Aramaic form of “Father.” 


adoptionism. A form of early Christology that ar- 
gued that Jesus became the son of God by adop- 
tion at his baptism (“you are my beloved son”). 


agrapha (“unwritten”). The sayings of Jesus not 
found in the canonical Gospels. The singular, 
agraphon, is used of individual sayings. Some of 
these sayings are preserved in the early church 
fathers, in certain biblical manuscripts, and in 
apocryphal writings such as the Gospel of Thomas. 


amanuensis. A scribe or secretary who wrote out 
documents in the ancient world. Paul made use 
of such a person named Tertius (Rom 16:22). 


Am Ha’arets (“the people of the land”). A term that 
was used of lower-class persons, possibly with 
contempt. 
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Amoraim (Heb. = amora, lit. a “teacher,” “reciter”). 
The rabbinic teachers from A.D. 220 through 
the talmudic period, roughly the sixth century. 


They composed the Gemara, or commentary on 
the Mishnah and the Hebrew Scriptures. 


anacoluthon (Gk. = “not following”), The abandon- 
ment of one grammatical construction for an- 
other in the middle of a sentence. 


antinomianism (lit. “being against law”). The belief 
that law, especially the Jewish law, is no longer 
binding. 


aphorism. A short, pithy saying, often with mem- 
orable qualities. See also “apophthegm.” 


Apocalypse, apocalyptic (Gk. = “revelation”). The 
last book of the NT, or a specific genre of vision- 
ary literature that focuses on the end times, 
often using terms with hidden meanings and re- 
ferring to hidden revelations of the “last days.” 


Apocrypha, apocryphal (Gk. = “hidden”). Sacred lit- 
erature that was not accepted into the biblical 
canon but was highly valued in Jewish and 
early Christian communities. Often a reference 
to esoteric writings. 


TSome of the terms in this list are adapted from those listed in the much longer collections of N. Turner, 
Handbook for Biblical Studies (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1982); and R. N. Soulen, Handbook of Biblical Criti- 
cism (Atlanta: John Knox, 1976). Other useful terms are found in R. F. Collins, Introduction to the New Testa- 
ment (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983), 409-30; and H. Koester, Introduction to the New Testament (2 
vols.; FFNT; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982; 2d ed. of vol. 1, 1995) 2:349-52. 
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apophthegm, apothegm. A short, pithy saying. Often, 
in Gospel studies, referring to pronouncement 
stories or paradigms. See also aphorism. 


Aramaism. In the Greek of the NT, wording that 
betrays a Palestinian Aramaic origin, for ex- 
ample, Abba (Mark 14:36; Rom 8:15). 


asyndeton. Clauses or phrases that are linked to- 
gether without connective words such as “but” 
or “and.” 


autograph. The original manuscript of a book. 
Normally, the biblical authors’ original writ- 
ings, none of which have survived. 


baraita (Heb. = “external”; pl. baraitoth). A rabbinic 
tradition (writing) that was not included in the 
Mishnah by R. Judah ha-Nasi (Nasi = “Prince,” 
“Chief,” “President”). The extent to which this 
material was widely known or acknowledged as 
authoritative in the second century A.D. or be- 
fore is not clear. Since this material was not in- 
cluded, it seems unlikely that its recognition 
was widespread. 


berakah (Hebr. = “blessing”). 
blessing and thanksgiving. 


A Jewish prayer of 


canon (Gk. = “measuring rod,” “guideline”). Norm- 
ally, a collection of literature that was consid- 
ered by the Christian community to be sacred 
and authoritative. Also, any recognized group 
of authoritative writings. 


catechesis. Oral instruction, often in conjunction 
with teaching given to candidates for baptism. 


catena. A collection of biblical quotations found 
in the church fathers, used to interpret the 
Scriptures. 


chiasmus, chiastic (from the Gk. letter chi [y]). The 
practice, in ancient Greek writing, of reversing 
the subject and object of the first line in the sec- 
ond line. See Mark 2:27. 


chiliasm, chiliastic (Gk. = “thousand”). Literature 
that focuses on an imminent eschatological 
kingdom of God. Often referred to as “millen- 
arianism”; based on apocalyptic literature in the 
Bible (esp. Daniel and Revelation). 


codex (pl. codices). Ancient manuscripts put together 
in the form of a book, unlike the more typical 
scroll. Christians were the first to use codices on 
a large scale to publish their sacred writings. 


cognate. A word from the same root or family of 
words as another. For example, dyarn (“love”), 
ayanntos (“beloved”), and ayandw (“I love”) 
are all cognates. 


colophon (Gk. = “summit,” “finishing touch”), A 
publisher’s identification mark, normally on a 
title page or, in the case of older manuscripts, at 
the end of a book, giving the time and location 
of the publication. 


covenantal nomism. A category of thought used 
in recent Pauline studies to describe what some 
see as the belief of the Jews regarding covenant 
and law. The Jews are said to be in a covenantal 
relation to God on the basis of grace, not law. 


credo (Lat. = “I believe”), creed. A collection of teach- 
ings that is believed by a person or group. 


Decalogue. The Ten Commandments. 


Demiurge (Gk. = 5nuLovpyds, “craftsman”). The 
gnostic term for the creator of the world, who is 
to be distinguished from the unknown God of 
Jesus. 


demythologizing. A term made popular in the writ- 
ings of Rudolf Bultmann, who tried to explain 
and interpret what he called the myth of the NT 
(miracle stories) in terms of human self-under- 
standing. He intended the term to refer to rein- 
terpreting myth, not eliminating it. 


diachronic (lit., “through time”). Denoting histor- 
ical change over a period of time. When se- 
quence is prominent, the term “diachronic” is 
used. “Synchronic” is the opposite. 


Diaspora (Gk. = “scattered”). The Jews who lived out- 
side Palestine. Sometimes a reference to the As- 
syrian and Babylonian captivities of the Jews. 
See Jas 1:1 and 1 Pet 1:1. 


Diatessaron (Gk. = “through four”). Term used by 
Tatian in the late second century to refer to his 
“Gospel made up of Four,” a harmony of the 


four canonical Gospels and probably some non- 
canonical writings. 


didaché (Gk. = “teaching”). Sometimes used of the 
teaching ministry of the early church, as op- 
posed to the proclamation, or kerygma, of the 
church. The Didache was a |late-first-century 
writing that summarized the teaching of the 
church; its longer title is “The Teaching of the 
Lord to the Nations by the Twelve Apostles.” 


Docetism (Gk. = “I seem,” “I appear”), The belief 
of a group of Christians of the late first century 
and throughout the second century that Jesus 
only appeared to have a body. They taught that 
the Christ descended upon Jesus at his baptism 
and only appeared to have suffered on the cross, 
in fact ascending just prior to the cross. This is a 
gnostic belief that emphasized the corruptness 
of human flesh and sought to preserve the 
Christ from such corruption. 


Ebionites. A Jewish sect of Christians who lived 
east of the Jordan in the second century and re- 
jected the deity of Jesus. They had a “low” 
Christology. 


ecclesiology. The study of the church, its doctrines 
and organization. 


eclecticism. The process of selecting from a num- 
ber of different sources. The term is especially 
used of the methods in textual criticism that 
draw, to varying degrees, on the range of read- 
ings offered by internal criteria (see rigorous or 
throughgoing eclecticism and reasoned eclecti- 
cism in ch. 12, sec. 3). 


Eighteen Benedictions. A series of Jewish prayers 
called the Shemoneh-Esreh, used in the syna- 
gogue and in personal prayer. These come 
mostly from the late first century A.D., but also 
from the second century. Of special note to the 
Christian community is whether the twelfth 
benediction against heretics (Heb. minim) is 
against Christians (“let the Nazarenes [Chris- 
tians?] and heretics perish in a moment”). 


ekklésia (Gk. = “assembly,” “gathering”). In the NT, 
the group of followers of Christ. It is often modi- 
fied by “of God” or “of God in Christ,” etc. The 
term itself is a neutral one but was quickly 
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adopted by the Christian community. In mean- 
ing, it is not unlike the Greek term synagoge. 


encratite (Gk. = “self-controlled,” “strengthened”). 
Used of Christian sects such as the Ebionites, 
Docetics, and gnostics, who were known for ex- 
treme asceticism that barred them from eating 
meat and from marrying. 


epigraphy (Gk. = “writing upon,” “inscription”). The 
study of inscriptions on stone, ostraca, and other 
writings on such surfaces. 


epiphany (Gk. = “manifestation”). The manifesta- 
tion of a deity. Some strong leaders of the an- 
cient world adopted the term for themselves, 
such as Antiochus Epiphanes IV (165 B.C.). 


eschatology, eschaton (Gk. = “last,” “end”). The 
study of the end times of the ages. Eschatology 
focuses on the kingdom of God in the NT, which 
is also paralleled with a time of judgment. The 
eschaton is the final reality of the end times. 
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ethnarch (Gk. = “ruler of a nation,” “ruler of a 
people”). A ruler or governor of a province or 
nation. 


euangélion (Gk. = “good news”). The “good news” 
brought by the coming of Jesus Christ. Also trans- 
lated “Gospel,” to describe the first four books of 
the NT, and “gospel,” to describe the message 
they and other books of the NT proclaim. 
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exegesis (Gk. = “explanation,” “interpretation”). 
The interpretation of the biblical text, using all 
of the skills and disciplines related to lexicogra- 
phy, grammar, analysis of literature, and his- 
torical-critical inquiry in order to explain the 
original meaning. An exegete is an interpreter 
of a text. The opposite is called “eisegesis,” often 
used disparagingly to label viewpoints one does 
not hold. 


expiation (Lat. expiare = “to appease,” normally by 
sacrifice). In the Bible, usually the atonement 
for one’s sins through an offering (sacrifice) made 
to God. 


florilegium (Lat. = “a gathering of flowers”). A 
collection of proof texts that were used by the 
early Christians in their apologies before skep- 
tics and in their instructions to new converts. 
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Gattung (Ger. = “kind,” “type”). A kind, style, or 
type of literature, art, etc. Used in biblical stud- 
ies to distinguish forms of literature (parable, 
epigram, apothegm, etc.). See “genre.” 


Gemara (Aram. = “completion”), The Amoraim’s 
additions to the Mishnah—explanations, fur- 
ther teachings, or interpretations of the Mish- 
nah. The Mishnah and its Gemara make up the 
Talmud. There is both a Palestinian and a Baby- 
lonian Gemara to the Mishnah. 


gematria. A method of interpreting ancient texts 
in terms of their numerical value. For example, 
the sevens of the book of Revelation refer to 
completion or perfection. It is not clear to what 
666 (Rev 13:18) refers. Is the number forty in the 
Bible packed with additional meaning (the times 
of the flood on the earth, Moses at Sinai, Elijah 
at Horeb, Israel in the wilderness, Jesus’ tempta- 
tions and his appearances after the resurrec- 
tion)? Because numbers were used to conceal 
meanings, there continues to be much specula- 
tion on such meanings in the biblical text. 


genizah, geniza (Heb. = “a hiding place”). A room 
normally attached to a synagogue for the 
purpose of discarding and storing worn-out 
portions of holy writings and Scripture. Even 
heretical literature, if it contained the divine 
names, was discarded in a genizah out of re- 
spect for the divine names; often only the di- 
vine names in heretical literature were stored 
here. 


genre (French = “kind,” “type”). A kind, style, or 
type of literature, art, etc. Used in biblical stud- 
ies to distinguish types of literature (gospel, let- 
ter, apocalypse, etc.). 


Geschichte (Ger. = “history”). Although no sub- 
stantive distinction is made in normal German 
usage between Geschichte and Historie (both 
mean “history”), in theology the terms have 
come to refer to the actual event (Historie) and 
its significance (Geschichte). The question has 
been raised regarding events of the NT: are they 
Historie or Geschichte? Bultmann spoke both of 
the cross as Historie and of its significance 
(Geschichte), which was revealed to the disciples 
of Jesus. 


gloss. A brief explanation inserted into a manu- 
script to explain a point or something unusual 
in the text. 


gnosis, Gnosticism, gnostic (Gk. = “knowledge”). 
A dualistic system of thought of some early 
Christians who claimed to have a special 
higher knowledge of the divine activity and 
spiritual mysteries. Widespread in the second 
century, it had early “incipient” forms in the 
NT era. Generally the gnostics rejected the 
God of the OT and Jewish forms of religion, 
and many were ascetic. They saw matter as 
evil and rejected the notion that the God of 
Jesus created the world. Docetism is a form of 
gnostic belief. 


Greco-Roman. Descriptive of the period, from the 
first century B.C. to the fifth century A.D., when 
Greek culture combined with Roman political 
dominance. 
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haggadah/haggadic (Heb. = “narrative,” “telling,” 
as in “telling a story”). Postbiblical narrative 
writing among the rabbis that does not com- 
prise legal prescriptions; stories that illustrate 
the Torah. (The tradition that focused on the 
legal implications of the law is called halakah 
or halakhah.) Anything not included as 
halakah. 


hagiographa (Gk. = “holy writings”). The collec- 
tion of sacred Scriptures that makes up the third 
part of the Hebrew Bible. Also called in Hebrew 
the Ketuvim (“Writings”). 


halakah/halakic (Heb. = “the way”). Legal regu- 
lations of the law, both oral and written, that 
emerged out of postbiblical Judaism. They 
were viewed by the rabbis as far more impor- 
tant than the haggadah, or narrative, tradi- 
tions. 


hapax legomenon (Gk. = “said once”). A word 
found only once in antiquity or in the Bible, or 
only once in one person’s writing in either the 
OT or NT. 


Haustafel (Ger. = “household list”). A list of re- 
sponsibilities of household members. See Eph 
5:22-6:9, 


Heilsgeschichte (Ger. = “salvation history”). The 
sacred activity of God in human history, de- 
scribed or foretold in the Scriptures. 


Hellenistic. The period, from the third century B.C. 
to the fourth century A.D., in which the influ- 
ence of classical Greek spread throughout the 
Mediterranean world. 


henotheism. The belief in and worship of one god, 
but without excluding the possibility of there 
being other gods. See “monotheism.” 


hermeneutics (Gk. = hermeneud, lit. “I interpret”). 
The theory and process of interpretation. In bib- 
lical studies, the term refers to all that is in- 
volved in interpreting the biblical text. See 
“exegesis.” 


heterodox. Not “orthodox,” or in keeping with 
what is the generally accepted teaching of the 
church; heretical. 


higher criticism. Interpretation of the text with re- 
gard to its literary and historical dimensions, as 
opposed to lower criticism. A term first widely 
used in the nineteenth century. 


Historie (Ger. = “history”). In theology, an event as 
it actually happened, or as you can verify that it 
actually happened. See “Geschichte.” 


hortatory. Referring to language and/or literature 
that urges a particular course of action or 
behavior. 


hypotaxis. Language that makes use of subordi- 
nate grammatical structures, such as partici- 
ples, phrases, and subordinate clauses, often 
linked with words such as “because,” “while,” 
etc. 


inscription. A text written on stone or a similar 
surface. 


interpolation. The insertion of new words into a 
text. 


ipsissima verba (Lat. = “the very words themselves”). 
Words that can be attributed to the histori- 
cal Jesus in the biblical tradition and in the 
agrapha. 
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ipsissima vox (Lat. = “the very voice”). A thought 
or notion attributable to the historical Jesus even 
when the exact words are not discoverable. 


Judaizers. Jewish Christians who accepted the law 
and its traditions and sought to impose circum- 
cision upon the Gentiles. See Gal 2:11-14; Acts 
15:1-5. 


kerygma (Gk. = “preaching”). Early Christian procla- 
mation and evangelistic activity, as distinct from 
the teaching (didaché) ministry. 


Koine (Gk. = “common”). The common language 
that was used in the composition of the NT writ- 
ings, as contrasted with the more formal classi- 
cal Greek. Some writings in the NT are of a more 
formal literary quality (Luke-Acts, Hebrews, 
James, 1 Peter), while others are more informal 
and common (Paul’s letters, Mark). All of the 
NT, however, can be classified as Koine Greek. 


koinonia (Gk. = “fellowship,” with the idea of sharing). 
In the NT, the gatherings of the early Chris- 
tian community that often involved the break- 
ing of bread together in a common meal. 


L_ The material in Luke’s Gospel that is unique to 
Luke, that is, not found elsewhere. It may stem 
from the author of the Gospel or from a written 
or oral source that he used in producing his 
Gospel. 


lacuna. A gap, that which is missing. Often, 
something absent from a manuscript. 


langue. A language system, such as English, 
Greek, etc. The term is from the early-twentieth- 
century linguist Ferdinand de Saussure. See 
“parole.” 


lectionary. A collection of readings from the 
Scriptures used in liturgical services and fixed 
according to church calendars. Their use dates 
back almost to the beginning of the church. 


lingua franca. The common language of a large 
number of people, such as Koine Greek in the 
Greco-Roman world of the first century A.D. 


logion (Gk. = “saying”; pl. logia). A saying of 
Jesus. 
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lower criticism. The foundational criticism of es- 
tablishing the text that one intends to study, as 
opposed to higher criticism. See also “textual 
criticism.” 


LXX (Roman numeral 70). See “Septuagint.” 


M_ The material in Matthew’s Gospel that is 
unique to Matthew. It may stem from the au- 
thor of the Gospel or from a written or oral 
source that he used in producing his Gospel. 


magi (Gk. = “wise men”). In Matt 2:1-2, the “wise 
men” who came to honor the newborn king of 
the Jews. The term was used of masters of the 
astrological arts (astrologers) but could also 
have referred to persons who were known as 
wise sages from the east. 


Majority Text. The collection of Byzantine texts 
that were used in establishing the first modern 
texts and translations of the Bible. The Byzantine 
texts constitute the majority of manuscripts. 
The Majority Text is similar to the Received 
Text. 


majuscule. Script that is written in capital letters, 
or a manuscript in such script; as opposed to 
minuscule (lowercase), or cursive, letters; uncial. 


Maranatha (Aram. = “Our Lord come!” or “Our 
Lord has come”). An early Christian affirma- 
tion expressing the desired return of Christ. Paul 
uses this term in its transliterated Greek form in 
1 Cor 16:22. 


messianism. Belief that messiah will come (Juda- 
ism) or that the messiah has come in the person of 
Jesus (Christianity), How widespread messianism 
was among Jews in the first century is a matter 
of debate. 


midrash (Heb. = “investigate,” “inquire,” “search,” 
“interpret”). An interpretation of, or a com- 
mentary on, Scripture. The oldest Hebrew com- 
mentaries on Scripture are the Mekilta on Exo- 
dus, the Sifra on Leviticus, and the Sifre on 
Numbers and Deuteronomy. 


” 6 


minuscule. Script that is written in lowercase let- 
ters, or a manuscript in such script. Most of 


these manuscripts date from the tenth to the 
twelfth centuries. 


Mishnah (Heb. = “what is repeated,” “repetition”). 
A codified oral tradition that dates from before 
the time of Jesus to the time of R. Judah ha-Nasi 
(A.D, 200-219). Indicated by the siglum m. 


monotheism. The belief that there is only one God; 
as opposed to polytheism, the belief that there 
are many gods. See also “henotheism.” 


mystérion (Gk. = “mystery”). Used of the mystery 
of God or of the Christian gospel itself (Eph 
3:3-6; Col 1:27). 


myth. In a specialized sense, the transcendent ac- 
tivity of God spoken of in “this-worldly” catego- 
ries. Myth is to be interpreted in terms of the 
reality that produced it. Some scholars speak of 
this reality in terms of human self-understand- 
ing. In other words, myth is a way of speaking 
about the “other-worldly” activity of God in 
terms of concrete, “this-worldly” activity. 


nomina sacra (Lat. = “sacred names”). Shortened 
forms of names, such as of God and Jesus, in pa- 
pyrus and parchment manuscripts. 


Old Latin. The Latin versions of the Bible that pre- 
date or are independent of Jerome's Vulgate. 


ossuary. A box or container in which the bones of 
a dead person were placed. 


ostracon (pl. ostraca). An inscribed potsherd or 
piece of pottery. A number of ostraca have been 
found dating to the Hellenistic period, since this 
was a common writing material for receipts, etc. 


paleography (Gk. = “old writing”). The study of 
ancient handwriting, especially as found on pa- 
pyri, inscriptions, ostraca, and other sources. 


palimpsest (Gk. = “rubbed again”). A manuscript 
that has been reused, with the first text removed 
to be replaced by a second text. 


papyrus. A plant used in ancient times, especially 
in Egypt, to make writing material. Many docu- 
ments written on papyrus have been found in 
Egypt, and they have helped to illustrate the 


language and customs of the Hellenistic world. 
The term “papyrus” is also used for these 
texts. 


parablepsis (Gk. = “look over”). The jumping of 
one’s eyes to a similar expression, resulting in 
either omission (haplography) or repetition 
(dittography) of the intervening section. 


paraclete (Gk. = “called alongside”). A comforter or 
advocate; often used of the Holy Spirit in the NT. 


parataxis. Language typified by clauses and phrases 
joined by the simple connective “and.” 


parenesis, parenetic. Admonitory or exhortative 
teaching. 


parole. A term from the early-twentieth-century 
linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, indicating an 
individual’s particular use of a language. See 
“langue.” 


Parousia (Gk. = “presence”). The returning pres- 
ence of Christ at the end of this age. 


Pastoral Epistles. A term, used since the eigh- 
teenth century, referring to 1, 2 Timothy and 
Titus. 


patristics. The study of the church fathers, or their 
writings, through the sixth or seventh century. 


Peloponnese. A mountainous peninsula forming 
southern Greece, connected to the mainland by 
the Isthmus of Corinth. 


pericope (Gk. = “cut around”). A defined section of 
biblical material, such as a parable. 
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pesher (Heb. = “interpretation,” “realization”; pl. 
pesharim). A form of biblical interpretation, 
similar to midrash, that sees the fulfillment of 
the passage in the context of the current inter- 
preters. Pesher interpretation was popular at 
Qumran. 


Peshitta. The translation of the Bible of the Syrian 
church, dating to probably the fifth century. 


pleonasm. The use of more words than are neces- 
sary to express an idea. Redundancy is implied 
by a pleonastic construction. 
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pneumatic (Gk. = “spirit, wind”). Concerned with or 
related to a spirit, often with reference to the 
Holy Spirit in the NT. 


pre-Tannaim. Rabbinic teachers from 200 B.C. to 
A.D. 10. 


preterist. One who is concerned with the past or 
with linking the interpretation of a document to 
past events. 


prolegomenon (Gk. = “what is said first”; pl. 
prolegomena). An introductory section, or 
introduction. 


propitiation. The ancient belief that the wrath or 
anger of God or the gods must be appeased 
through sacrifice, and the means of accomplish- 
ing this. Romans 3:25 is an important passage 
for understanding whether the concept is to be 
found in the NT. 


proselyte. A person converted from one belief sys- 
tem to another. In the NT, especially used of 
Gentiles who convert to Judaism. 


protreptic (Gk. = “urge forward”). A form of lit- 
erature that is exhortatory, that is, that at- 
tempts to persuade to a course of action. 


provenance. The place of origin of a document. 


pseudepigrapha, pseudepigraphical. Documents 
written under another person’s name. An- 
cient pseudepigrapha were typically done under 
the name of a famous person, such as Enoch or 
Plato. 


Q (Ger. = Quelle, “source”). A collection of sayings 
of Jesus; essentially, Gospel material in Mat- 
thew and Luke not found in Mark. In much 
Gospel criticism, Q and Mark are the two pri- 
mary sources supposedly used by Matthew and 
Luke. 


Qumran. Remains of a settlement, near the Dead 
Sea, where numerous biblical and extrabiblical 
texts, commonly known as the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
were discovered in eleven nearby caves. 


Received Text. The Received Text, or Textus Recep- 
tus, designates the Greek edition by Erasmus 


660 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND ITS SACRED LITERATURE 


that came to be the text received by the church. 
The 1633 Elzevir edition was the specific edition 
to which this name was given. 


recension. A revision of a text, and the product of 
that revision. 


redaction. The editing of written material. 


Second Sophistic. A Greco-Roman philosophical 
and rhetorical movement that drew much of its 
inspiration from the thought of Plato. It especially 
flourished in the eastern portion of the Roman 
Empire in the second and third centuries A.D. 


seder (Heb. = “order”; pl. sedarim). Division of the 
Mishnah. 


sémeion (pl. s¢meia). Greek word for sign. 


Semitic. Concerning or of the Semitic peoples, es- 
pecially the Jews. 


Semitism. An expression, in the Greek of the NT, 
that betrays an intervention or influence from 
Hebrew or Aramaic, either directly or indirectly 
through the LXX (Septuagintalism). 


Septuagint. The various translations of the He- 
brew Scriptures into Greek that began around 
250 B.C. and were completed sometime around 
100 B.C. The contents in the time of Jesus are 
not completely known, but it is used more than 
80 percent of the time by the NT writers when 
quoting or citing the OT. It was the Bible of the 
early Christian communities as well as the Jews 
of the Diaspora. According to legend, the trans- 
lation was made by seventy or seventy-two Jew- 
ish scholars brought to Alexandria, Egypt. LXX 
is the common siglum for the Septuagint. 


Shemoneh-Esreh. See “Eighteen Benedictions.” 
Sitz im Leben (Ger. = “life setting,” “life situation”). 
The social context of a given text, event, or 


person. 


soteriology. The teaching about, and doctrine of, 
salvation. 


stichometry. In textual criticism, the calculation 
of the letters or syllables on a line and the num- 


ber of lines on a page. There are some indications 
in ancient manuscripts of authors’ concerns for 
these factors. They can be used in trying to re- 
construct the parameters of a text. 


synchronic (lit. “same time”). Denoting language or 
events altogether as a complete system. When 
the whole is viewed together, the term “synchronic” 
is used. The opposite is “diachronic.” 


syncretism (Gk. = “mixed together”). The mixing 
together of various ideas from various sources. 


synopsis. A presentation in parallel fashion; espe- 
cially, so displaying the Gospels to show their 
relationships. 


synoptic problem. Discussion of the issues sur- 
rounding the origins and relationships of Mat- 
thew, Mark, and Luke, the Synoptic Gospels. 


syzygy. Speculation about the divine world as 
consisting of matched parts, for example, male 
and female. 


Talmud (Heb. = “learning”). The combination of 
the Mishnah and its Gemara make up the Tal- 
mud. The siglum b. is used for the Babylonian 
Talmud and y. for the Jerusalem or Palestinian 
Talmud. See “Gemara.” 


Tanak. An acronym for the Hebrew Bible, based 
on the first letters of the three sections, Torah 
(Law), Neviim (Prophets), and Ketuvim (Writings). 


Tannaim (Heb. = “teacher”; more specifically, “re- 
citer,” “repeater”), The rabbinic teachers from 
A.D. 10 to 220. 


Targum (Aramic = “translation”). An ancient 
paraphrase or interpretive translation of the He- 
brew Bible into Aramaic. 


teleology. The belief in final and ultimate causes. A 
teleological perspective holds that natural and 
historical processes are not only causally con- 
nected but are directed toward some ultimate 
and final purpose, such as the kingdom of God. 


Tendenz criticism. Examination of the tendencies 
and development of a tradition. Tendenz criti- 


cism has been developed especially in Gospel 
criticism and criticism of the Book of Acts. 


textual criticism. Examination of the principles 
and standards employed in the establishment 
and subsequent editing of any text. In biblical 
studies its goal is to find the earliest and most 
authentic text of the biblical books. 


theism (Gk. theos = “god”). Belief in god or 
gods, especially the God of the Judaeo-Chris- 
tian tradition. 


Torah. The Law, or the first five books of the OT. 
The Pentateuch. 


Tosefta (Heb. = “supplement”). Material not found 
in the Mishnah and dating from approximately 
the same period. Its sighum is t. 
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uncial. A term often used for biblical manu- 
scripts written in capital letters. The majority 
of uncial manuscripts date from the third to 
the tenth centuries. See the preferred term 
“majuscule.” 


vaticinium ex eventu or vaticinium post eventum 
(Lat.). A prophecy or prediction made after the 
event. 


Vorlage (Ger. = “lies before”). A document that 
lies behind another source or tradition, or ma- 
terial that explains the context of another docu- 
ment, person, or activity. 


Vulgate. Latin version of the Bible by Jerome, offi- 
cially adopted by the Catholic Church in the six- 
teenth century. 
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520, 640 

Ambrose of Milan, 249, 252-53 

amen, 303 

American Standard Version, 591 

Amoraim, 60, 607-8 

Amplified Bible, 591 
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asceticism, 237, 437, 440, 477, 614 
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Atticism, 574, 576, 586 
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baraita (pl. baraitoth), 60 
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325, 339, 366, 412; as author of Hebrews, 520 

Barnabas, Epistle of, 75, 293, 520, 532, 588, 618, 
622, 638, 639, 641 

Bartholomew, 174 n. 33, 298 

2 Baruch, 64 

Baruch, book of, 589, 634 

Basilides, 236, 238 

Bathsheba, 124 

Bavli, 60 

beast, the, 554; number of the beast, 555 

Beatitudes, 67 

Beelzebub, 170 

Bel and the Dragon, 634 

beloved disciple, the, 186, 187, 191-92, 305 

Ben Dosa, Rabbi Hanina, 137 

Ben Sira, Jesus, 72, 342, 619. See also Sirach 

benediction (in Paul’s letters), 385 

Benedictus, 243 

benefactors, 32 

Benjamin, Tribe of, 333 

Berkeley (version of NT), 591 

Beroea, 416 

Bethany, 197 

Bethlehem, 117, 119, 122 

biblical Greek, 575 

biblical theology, 35-37 

Bilhah, 124 

Birkath ha-Minim, 59, 253 

bishop of Rome, 82, 240 

bishops, 227-28, 240, 490-91 

Bithynia, 229, 257 

blasphemy, 157 

boasting, 443 

Bodmer papyri, 582 

body (of Pauline letter), 383-85 

body of Christ, 364, 376, 473, 475-76 

Booths, Festival of, 62. See also Tabernacles, Feast of 

Brutus, 461 

burial customs, Jewish, 165-66. See also Jesus: burial 

Byzantine manuscripts and text type, 579, 583 
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Caesar’s household, 470 

Caesarea Maritima, 54, 55, 80, 81, 168, 232, 340, 
342, 373, 376 

Caesarea Philippi, 51, 127 

Caesarean text type, 583 

Caiaphas, 70, 156, 168, 169-70 

Cain, 548 

Cairo genizah, 76, 78 

Caleb, 130 

Caligula, 84 

Callinicum, 249, 252 

cannibalism, 84, 255 

canon of Scripture, Jewish, 66-67 (Saducees), 68 
(Pharisees), 70 (scribes), 73 (Samaritans), 75 
(Essenes), 77-78 (at Qumran), 240 (in the early 
church) 

canon, 601; “canon 1” and “canon 2,” 601-2, 611 

canonical criticism, 33-34 

canonicity, criteria of, 33, 517, 617-18; and 
pseudonymity, 391-92, 618 

Canticles, Book of, 588 

Capernaum, 63 (synagogue), 131, 231 

Cappadocia, 235 

carpenters, 126 

Cassander, 50 

Cassius, 461 

Catholic canon of Scripture, 609 

Catholic Epistles. See General Epistles 

catholicism. See early catholicism 

cause and effect, 10-11 (in historiography), 13-14 

celibacy, 76, 79 

Celsus, 250, 252, 259-60 

Celts, 411 

Cenchreae, 429, 451 

censuses, 120-21 

Cephas, 174 n. 33. See also Peter 

Ceres, 83 

Cerinthians, 250 

Cerinthus, 236, 238, 305 

Chalcedon, Council of, 132 

Chamber of Hewn Stone, the, 157 

charismatic leadership, 32, 240 

charismatic prophets, 228, 232, 240, 243-44 

Chester Beatty papyri, 582 

Chi-Rho monogram, 132 

children, 62 (in the synagogue), 63 (converts to 
Judaism), 234 (term for Christians) 

chiliasm, 559 

Chloe, 433, 436 

Chrestus, 256, 452 

Christ of faith, the, 100, 101, 102 

Christ stories, 28 

Christ. See Christology; “in Christ”; Jesus; messiah 

Christians, 56, 609 (as a Jewish sect); the name, 
233, 234 
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Christology, 353-55 (Paul); in Colossians, 478-79 

chronology of the early church, 262-63 

chronology of the life of Paul, 367-72; the 
Pastoral Epistles, 491-92 

Chrysostom, 248, 251-52 

church age, the, 559 

church fathers (evidence for NT text), 584 

church, 225-273; organization, 226-29; in Galilee, 
229-32; growth and development, 232-43; the 
term, 234; worship in the early church, 
241-43; separation from Judaism, 244-55; in 
Matthew, 302; in Paul, 363-64, 473 

Cicero, 80, 378, 386 

Cilicia, 326 


circumcision, 52, 53 (imposed on Idumeans), 56 (in 


early Judaism), 63 (of converts to Judaism), 
233, 245 (Christians stop practicing), 250, 215; 
in the writings of Paul, 333, 359, 414, 468, 
473. See also epispasm 

citizenship in heaven, 364 

citizenship, Roman, 81, 331 

classical period (Greek), 573 

Claudius, 84 (divinized), 87, 256, 342, 451-52, 453 

Cleanthes, 347 

Clement of Alexandria, 79, 134, 285, 293, 298, 518, 
582, 584, 615, 620 

Clement of Rome, 80, 239, 520, 602, 613. See also 
1 Clement 

1 Clement, 24, 275, 293, 378, 390, 492, 521, 529, 
588, 618, 622, 641 

2 Clement, 588, 638 

Clementine Homilies, 270 n. 38 

Clementine Recognitions, 270 n. 38 

Cleopatra (wife of Herod the Great), 55 

Cleopatra VII, 462 

closed universe, 11 

closing (in Paul’s letters), 385 

coauthors and cosenders (of Paul’s letters), 
380-81, 418 

codex (pl. codices), 26, 580, 587, 611 

Codex Alexandrinus, 502 n. 1, 584, 588, 589 

Codex Amiatinus, 459 

Codex Claromontanus, 620 

Codex Sinaiticus, 502 n. 1, 579, 580, 581, 588, 618, 620 

Codex Vaticanus, 502 n. 1, 579, 580, 581, 588, 618 

cognomen, 333 

coherence, criterion of, 108, 310 

collection for the Jerusalem church, Paul’s, 366, 
451, 457 

colophon, 589 

Colossae, 374, 381, 471, 480-81, 494 

Colossian heresy, 73, 477-79, 487 

Colossians, Letter to the, 363, 372, 374, 380, 
471-79, 638; in relation to Ephesians, 485-86, 
490 


commandments, 59 (numbered as 613 in the Talmud) 

Communion, 241 

community property, 75 (Essenes) 

compliance formulas (in Paul’s letters), 384 

composition criticism, 29 

confidence formulas (in Paul’s letters), 384 

Constantine, 158 (bans crucifixion), 252, 616 

Contemporary English Version, 591 

conversion, 334-36; to Judaism, 63, 251 

Coptic versions of the Bible, 26 

Corinth, 86-87 (Paul and Gallio), 352, 376-77 
(possible imprisonment of Paul), 416, 429-32 

Corinthian letters, 363, 380; 1 Corinthians, 379, 
429-41; 2 Corinthians, 376, 441-49 

3 Corinthians (a lost pseudepigraph), 389, 433 

Cornelius, 233, 294 

cosmology, Hellenistic, 82 

Council of Trent, 622 

covenantal nomism, 359, 360 

creeds, early Christian, 240, 243 

Crete, 488-89, 491, 492 

criticism, biblical, 1, 2-45 

Cronus, 83 

Cross Gospel, 105 

crucifixion. See Jesus: crucifixion 

cult prostitution, 432 

Cynics, 105, 344; Cynic letters, 388; Cynic 
philosophy in Colossians, 478 

Cyprian, 239, 583 

Cyprus, 520 

Cyril of Alexandria, 248, 253 

Cyril of Jerusalem, 252 

Cyrus, 47, 609; called messiah, 64, 353 


Dalmatia, 462, 489 

Damascus, 333, 334 

Damascus Document, 76 

Damascus road. See Paul 

Daniel, book of, 64, 558, 560, 638, 640 
David, 117, 122, 124 

deacons, 226, 227, 490-91 

Dead Sea Scrolls, 76-77, 577 
Decapolis, 126, 131, 229, 300, 342, 577 
Decius, 536 

deconstruction, 30 

defiling the hands, 607, 608 

delay of the Parousia. See Parousia 
deliberative oratory, 31, 526 

Delphi, 86, 87 

Delphic oracles, 86-87 

Demas, 474 

Demeter, 83 

Demetrius, 375 

Demiurge, 236, 238 

Demosthenes, 31, 329, 378 


demythologization, 103 

Derbe, 411-13 

deuterocanonical literature, 57-58, 634 

deuteropauline books, 337, 410 

diachrony, 34 

Diadochi, Alexander’s, 50, 415, 574 

dialects, Greek, 573 

Dialogue of the Savior, 275, 643 

Diana, 83 

Diaspora (of the Jews), 47, 63 (synagogues), 68 
(Pharisaism), 233 (and early Christianity), 333 

Diatessaron. See Tatian 

diatribe, 82, 329, 344, 348, 457, 531, 547 

Didache, the, 24, 75, 270 n. 38, 293, 297, 532, 618, 
638, 639, 641 

Diocletian, 536, 616 

Dionysius Exiguus, 119 

Dionysius of Alexandria, 558 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus, 294, 388 

Diospolis, 167 

diplomatic transcription, 590 

discipleship, 302 (in Matthew) 

disclosure formulas (in Paul's letters), 383 

discontinuity, criterion of, 108 

discourse analysis, 34, 35, 466 

discourses, 28 (as opposed to narratives), 35 (in 
discourse analysis), 303 (in Matthew and John) 

Dispersion (of the Jews), 47. See also Diaspora 

disputed letters (of Paul), 410 

dissimilarity, criterion of, 108 

dittography, 586 

diversity (in the biblical canon), 622 

divine man theology, 449, 467 

divinization (of Roman emperors), 84 

divorce, 60 

Docetism, 195, 206, 207, 235, 237, 551 

doctors of the law, 70 

documentary criticism, 27 

Domitian, 84, 299, 307, 536, 554—55, 557, 558 

Domitilla, 554 

Doric dialect, 573 

doxology (in Paul's letters), 385 

dualism, 74, 306-7, 441, 443 


early catholicism, 490, 495, 540, 541, 542, 567 n. 82 
earthquakes, 187, 310 

Ebionites, 80, 235, 250, 622 
Ecclesiastes, book of, 65, 67, 607 
Ecclesiasticus. See Sirach 

eclectic text, 578 

ecstatics, 440 

Eden, Garden of, 73 

education, Greco-Roman, 81-82, 326 
education, Jewish, 328 

Egerton Papyri, 105, 108, 275, 643 
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Eighteen Benedictions, 59, 253 

El-Kanais, 398 n. 30 

Ela (name of God), 73 

Eldad and Modad, 618, 622 

elders, 63, 67, 226, 227, 490-91 

Elijah, 144, 188, 195, 610 

Elkanah, 167 

Elkesaites, 250, 622 

Elohim, 73 

embarrassment, criterion of, 109 

Emmaus, 163, 167, 188, 193, 194, 197, 212 

emotion, 348 

emperor worship, 84, 332, 355 

Enlightenment, the, 1, 101. See also autonomy; 
cause and effect; miracles 

Enoch, 195, 634 

1 Enoch, 64, 75, 76 (at Qumran), 169, 388, 540, 
544, 639 

Epaphras, 373, 374, 471, 474, 521 

Epaphroditus, 373, 374, 464, 465, 469 

Ephesians, Letter to the, 363, 372, 380, 381, 386, 
388 (as cover letter for collection), 482-88, 638 

Ephesus, 85 (mystery religions), 307, 375-76 
(possible imprisonment of Paul), 550, 553, 554 

Ephraem the Syrian, 248, 306 

Ephraim, 73 

Epicureans, 347 

Epicurus, 574 

Epidaurus, 86 

epideictic oratory, 31, 526 

Epimenides, 329 

Epiphanius, 235, 618, 619 

epispasm, 52, 341 

epistles, distinguished from true letters 
(Deissmann), 378-79 

equestrian class, 80 

Erastus, 430, 451 

Eratosthenes, 50 

eschatological conclusion (in Paul’s letters), 384 

1 Esdras, 634 

2 Esdras, 344, 622 

esoteric knowledge, 237 

Essenes, 52, 53, 54, 56, 69, 73-80, 306-7 (and John’s 
Gospel), 477, 524, 603, 609. See also Qumran 

Esther, book of, 77 (not found at Qumran), 607, 634 

etching, 587 

Ethiopian eunuch, 233 

ethos, 348 

etymology, 19 n. 10, 34 

Eucharist, 241 

Eunice, 488 

Euripides, 326, 572 

Eusebius of Caesarea, 10 (his historiographical 
method), 80, 285, 298, 583, 616, 619, 621 

Even Bohan, 298 
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exegesis, 23-24 (defined) 

exemplum, 348 

eyewitnesses (and the Gospels), 285, 298, 305, 309, 
310 

Ezekiel, book of, 607 

Ezra the scribe, 48, 65, 70, 72, 128, 606 

4 Ezra, 634 


faith and history, 1-22 

faith, 356; in the Pastoral Epistles, 491, 496; faith 
and works in James, 532; in Jude, 542. See also 
justification by faith 

farewell discourses, 64 

Fayyum, the, 377 

First Testament, 600 

Flaccus, 471 

flesh and spirit, 73 

Florinus, 306 

food offered to idols, 437 

foot washing, 242 

form criticism, 28, 103 

Former Prophets, 603 

Fortuna, 83 

forty days, 208 

Four Points of the Compass, Gospel of the, 238 

four-source theory, 279 

freed men and women, 80 

freedom, Christian, 415, 437, 440, 479 

freemen and freewomen, 80 

Fronto, G. Caristanius, 120 

funerary inscriptions, 342, 577 


Gaius, 412, 451 

Galatia, 411-13 

Galatians, Letter to the, 329, 363, 378, 380, 382 (no 
thanksgiving), 410-15 

Galba, 555, 557 

Galen, 260-61, 636 

Galen, 388 

Galerius, 536 

Galilee, 55, 64-65, 126-27, 130-36, 170; 
resurrection appearances of Jesus, 197-202; 
early Christianity, 229-32 

Gallio, 86-87, 376, 416, 432 

Gamaliel, Rabbi, 59, 70, 328-29, 333 

Gauls, 411 

Gemara, 60 

gematria, 124 

genealogies. See Jesus: genealogy 

General Epistles, 239, 517, 619 

Genesis Rabbah, 608 

Gennesaret, 130 

Gentile Christianity, 323-25 

Gentiles, 233 

Georgian version of the NT, 583 


gerousia, 67 

gifts of the Spirit, 228 

Gloria in Excelsis, 243 

glorification (of Jesus in John), 201, 205, 206, 207, 
208, 209 

gnosis, 235. See also Gnosticism 

Gnosticism, 194, 235-39, 286, 306, 621, 622; at 
Corinth, 438, 448-49; in Colossians, 474-75, 
477; in the Pastoral Epistles, 490, 495; and the 
Johannine Letters, 551; NT canon, 613-14 

God as historical agent, 10-11, 13-18 

God in Paul's thought, 353, 420 

Godfearers, 63, 233, 251, 332, 349, 416, 418 

gods, Greco-Roman, 82-84 

Good News Bible, 591 

gospel, 274-75; in Paul, 363. For Gospel of X, see X, 
Gospel of; see also Cross Gospel; for the canonical 
Gospels, see Gospels. 

Gospels (i.e., the four canonical Gospels), 
274—322; as historiography, 14-15, 275-76 (as 
historiography). For Gospel of X, see X, Gospel 
of; see also Jesus; synoptic problem 

Gothic version of the NT, 584 

governors, Roman, 80 

grace, 356, 360; in letter greetings, 382 

graffiti, 258 

grain trade, 81 

gratitude, expressions of, in the Greco-Roman 
world, 464 

Great Mother, 85 

Greco-Roman backgrounds to Christianity, 80-88 

Greek language, 49, 232, 300, 340-41, 342, 529, 
572-77 

Greek New Testament, published editions of, 581 

Griesbach hypothesis, 277 

gymnasia, 49, 81, 326, 341 


Hadrian, 59, 84, 86, 252, 256 

Hagar, 349 

haggadah, 60 

Hagiographa, 603, 604. See also Writings 

halakah, 60 

hands. See laying on of hands; lifting up of hands 

Hanina ben Dosa, Rabbi, 137 

hapax legomena, 443 

haplography, 586 

harmonization, 219 n. 11, 276; in textual 
transmission, 585, 586 

Hasideans, 52, 53, 70, 73-74 

Hasidim. See Hasideans 

Hasmonean dynasty, 53, 54, 68, 74, 168, 341 

Hauptbriefe, 409 

Haustafeln. See household codes 

head of the church, 364 

healing, Greco-Roman, 86 


Hebrew language, 571, 572 

Hebrew of Hebrews, 333 

Hebrew Scriptures, 57-59 

Hebrews, Gospel of the, 620 

Hebrews, Letter to the, 233 (representing 
Hellenists), 235, 378, 409 (in the Pauline 
corpus), 517-28, 617, 618, 638, 639, 641 

Hebron, 55 

Hegesippus, 228 

Hellenism, 69 (response of Pharisees), 87-88 
(Christianity), See also education in the Greco- 
Roman world; Hellenists; religion, Greco-Roman 

Hellenistic Greek, 574~—75 

Hellenistic period, 49-53, 572 

Hellenists (early Greek-speaking Jewish 
Christians), 232-33, 333 

helpers, 227 

henotheism, 462 

Hephaestus, 83 

Hera, 82 

Heracleon, 306 

heresy, emergence of, 235 

Hermas. See Shepherd of Hermas 

Hermes, 83, 325, 412 

Herod Agrippa I, 55, 168 

Herod Agrippa II, 55 

Herod Antipas, 131, 158, 188, 281 

Herod Archelaus. See Archelaus 

Herod the Great, 54-55, 62 (began construction of 
temple), 119, 121, 166, 168, 230, 301 

Herodians, 170 

Herodium, the, 63 (synagogue site) 

Herodotus, 573 

Hestia, 83 

Hierapolis, 471 

hierarchy (in the church), 240, 490-91 

high priests (Jewish), 51, 53, 54, 64, 65-66, 168, 
205 (Jesus); in the Letter to the Hebrews, 526 

higher criticism, 27 

Hillel, Rabbi, 59, 69, 140 (parallels in teachings of 
Jesus) 

Hippocratic texts, 388 

Hippolytus, 235 

Historical Books, 610 

historical criticism, 27 

historical Jesus. See quest for the historical Jesus 

historical present tense, 281 

historical stories, 28 

history (defined), 3-5 

history and faith, 1-22 

holiness, 362. See also sanctification 

holy days, 56 

holy ones, 234 

Holy Spirit, the, 130 (in Luke’s story of Jesus), 163 
(in Luke and John), 208 (the giving of the 
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Spirit), 355-56 (in Paul’s theology), 420 (in 
1 Thessalonians) 

homashim, 604 

home, 62 (importance in early Judaism) 

Homer, 326, 574, 581 

homoioarcton, 586 

homoiomeson, 586 

homoioteleuton, 586 

Honi the Circle Drawer, 137 

Horace, 388 

household codes, 374, 385, 5539 

hymns, 63 (in synagogue worship), 243 (in the early 
church); alleged hymns in the NT, 463, 474 

Hyrcanus II, 53 


“T am” sayings, 303 

Iconium, 352, 413 

idolatry, 88 

Idumea, 53 

Ignatius of Antioch, 24, 75, 80, 239, 240, 246, 
300, 305, 492, 618 

illiteracy formula (in papyrus letters), 386 

illuminated manuscripts, 589 

Illyricum, 417, 462 

imprisonment letters, 340 

“in Christ,” 355, 491, 496, 536 

incest, 84, 255 

India, 235 

Indo-European languages, 572 

ink, 588 

inspiration of Scripture, 618, 64041 

intentional changes (in textual transmission), 585 

interpolations (in Paul’s letters), 417-18, 435-36, 441 

intertextuality, 349 

intrinsic probabilities (in textual criticism), 586-87 

introductory matters, 27 

Irenaeus, 134, 235, 285, 287, 292, 298, 305, 583, 
602, 613-14, 615, 620 

irony, 348 

Isaac, 73 

Isaiah, 76, 78, 389-90 

Isis, 84, 462 

Islam, 73 

Isocrates, 31, 378 

Isthmian Games, 430 

Italian cohort, 80 

itinerant preachers, 243-44 

Iturea, 55 


Jabneh, 59. See also Jamnia 

Jacob (patriarch), 124 

Jacob (second-century Christian), 132 

James the Less (son of Mary), 528 

James, brother of Jesus, 228, 232, 262, 414, 528 
James, Epistle of, 297, 528-34 
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James, father of Judas, 528 

James, son of Alphaeus, 174 n. 33, 528 

James, son of Zebedee, 174 n. 33, 528 

Jamnia, 59, 245, 606 

Jason, 51 

Jeremiah, Epistle of, 76 (at Qumran), 634 

Jericho, 133 

Jerome, 285, 590 

Jerusalem Bible, 591 

Jerusalem Council, 411, 412-13, 528 

Jerusalem Talmud, 60 

Jerusalem, 197-202 (resurrection appearances of 
Jesus), 228 (organization of early church), 303 
(in John), 308 (in John) 

Jerusalem, destruction in 587/586 B.C., 47, 48, 58 

Jerusalem, destruction in A.D. 70, 47-80, 284, 288 

Jesus Justus, 292, 474 

Jesus Seminar, the, 104 

Jesus, 100-115 (life-of-Jesus research), 116-224 
(life), 173 n. 1 (the name), 275, 350 (in writings 
of Paul); arrest and trial, 117, 147-58; 
ascension, 117, 144-45, 188, 204-9; baptism, 
67-68, 116, 127-30; birth, 116, 117-19 
(location), 119-21 (date), 121-22 (virginal 
conception), 301 (Matthew). See also magi; 
massacre of children; shepherds; burial, 
160-68; canon of Scripture, 607; childhood, 
116, 126-27; cleansing of the temple, 121, 
140-41, 147, 148, 169-70, 284, 304; 
crucifixion, 117, 158-60, 168-70 
(circumstances), 170-71 (responsibility for the 
crucifixion), 364-65 (in Paul’s theology); flight 
into Egypt, 119, 122, 301; Galilean ministry, 
early, 116-117, 130-36; genealogy, 119, 122-25; 
healings, 136-41; language, 577-78; Last 
Supper, 153; miracles, 136-37; predictions of 
his own death, 147; resurrection, 3 
(Bultmann), 6-8, 13-15 (as historical event), 16 
(in early Christian preaching), 16-18 (and 
theological explanation), 117, 181, 182, 183-97 
(the empty tomb ), 197-216 (the appearance 
stories), 364-65 (in Paul’s theology), 438 
(1 Corinthians); sinlessness, 122, 127-29; 
teaching, 64 (apocalypticism), 102 
(apocalypticism), 137-41, 303—4 (in John); 
temptation, 116, 130; titles, 150-53; 
transfiguration, 117, 141-47, 188, 536; 
triumphal entry, 117, 147, 168, 170; and the 
Zealots, 71-72. See also Christology; Gospels; 
magi; massacre of children; quest for the 
historical Jesus; Jesus Seminar; shepherds 

Jesus, son of Ananus, 153 

Jewish Christianity, 235, 250, 297, 299, 300, 438, 
448, 523-24. See also Petrine Christianity 

Jewish revolts against Rome, 56 


“Jews” (in John’s Gospel), 68, 307 

Joachim of Fiore, 559 

Joakim (father of Mary), 174 n. 32 

Joanna, 185-86 

Joel, 560 

Johanan ben Zakkai, Rabbi, 59 

Johannine community, 235, 548, 550 

Johannine Letters. See John, letters of 

John Chrysostom. See Chrysostom 

John Hyrcanus I, 48, 53, 73 

John Mark, 286-87, 292, 366, 474 

John the Baptist, 64 (apocalypticism), 67 
(regarding Pharisees), 75, 78-79 (compared 
with Essenes), 102 (apocalypticism), 110, 119, 
127-29, 144, 261-62 (in Josephus), 610 

John the elder, 305-6 

John the Elder, 550 

John, Acts of, 293 

John, Gospel of, 68 (“the Jews”), 121 (chronology 
of the life of Jesus), 302-9, 614 

John, letters of, 547-51; 2 and 3 John, 617 

John, son of Zebedee, 174 n. 33, 305, 549, 558 

Jonathan (brother of Judas Maccabeus), 53, 74 

Jonathan (high priest after Caiaphas), 169 

Joseph (follower of Jesus), 133-34 

Joseph (husband of Mary), 119, 122, 124, 125, 126 

Joseph of Arimathea, 160-61, 166-68, 214 

Josephus, 80, 261-62, 294; his canon of Scripture, 
604-6 

Joses, 161, 185-86 

Joshua, 130, 142, 526 

Jubilees, 76 (at Qumran) 

Judah ha-Nasi (the Prince), Rabbi, 59, 60 

Judaism, 55-80, 104 (in life-of-Jesus research), 251 
(Christian defections to Judaism), 349. See also 
anti-Judaism; church; conversion to Judaism; 
law of Moses; normative Judaism; proselytes; 
rabbinic Judaism; synagogue 

Judaizers, 232, 415, 448, 454, 468-69, 487 

Judas Iscariot, 75, 134, 147, 155, 174 n. 33, 229 

Judas Maccabeus, 52, 606. See also Hasmonean 
dynasty; Maccabees 

Judas the Galilean, 64, 71, 120 

Judas, son of Hezekiah (messianic claimant), 64 

Judas, son of James, 174 n. 33 

Jude, brother of Jesus, 228, 521, 542 

Jude, Letter of, 542-47, 617, 618. See also 
pseudepigrapha 

Judges, book of, 607 

Judith, 344, 609, 634 

Julian (emperor), 251, 252 

Julius Caesar, 80, 82, 84, 334, 429, 555 

Juno, 82 

Jupiter, 82 

jus italicum, 462 


justification, 73, 376, 532 
justification by faith, 357-58, 374. See also faith 
Justin Martyr, 134, 242, 247, 305 


“keepers” (Samaritans), 73 
kerygma, 103 

Ketuvim, 58, 604. See also Writings 
King James Version, 579 

king of the Jews, 123, 127, 158 
koinonia, 242 

Krenides, 461 


L (special source of Luke), 279 

langue, 577 

Laodicea, 471, 481, 553, 554 

Laodiceans, Letter to the, 387, 445, 460, 465, 481, 
483, 487, 521, 613 

Latin language, 455, 462, 574, 578 

Latin versions of the NT, 583, 584, 590 

Latter Prophets, 603 

Lattimore (version of NT), 591 

Law (division of Hebrew canon of Scripture), 58, 
602, 603, 609 

law of Moses, recognized as authoritative, 48; in 
Pharisaic interpretation, 69; among the 
Samaritans, 73; in the teaching of Jesus, 
139-40; in the early church, 227, 245, 302; in 
Paul’s writings, 358-61 

lawyers, 70 

laying on of hands, 242 

Lazarus, 305 

Lechaeum, 429 

lectionaries, 580, 583, 584-85 

legalism, 359, 415, 456 

legends, 28 

legion (Roman army), 80 

Leningrad Codex, 609 

Lepidus, 82 

letter, Hellenistic, 344, 377-80, 480, 547 (the 
Johannine Letters). See also Paul, the Apostle 

Levi (disciple of Jesus), 71, 133, 174 n. 33 

Levi (son of Israel), 634 

Levites, 62 

Leviticus Rabbah, 608 

libertines, 440, 469, 532 

lifespan, average, in Palestine, 396 n. 5 

lifting up of hands, 242 

ligatures, 589 

Linear B, 573 

linguistic analysis, 361 

linguistic criticism, 34-35, 524 

literacy, 81, 573 

literary criticism, 29-30, 466 

litotes, 348 

liturgy, 241 
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Living Bible, 591 

Livy, 388 

logia, 281, 298, 299 

logos, 348 (as reason or logic) 

long ending (to Mark), 290-91 

Lord (Christian title for Jesus), 234, 301, 355 

Lord’s Prayer, 109 

Lord’s Supper, 241 

lots, casting, 75 (Essenes) 

love, in the Pauline Letters, 491, 496 

lower criticism, 26 

Lucian of Samosata, 244, 258-59, 294 

Lucius Verus, 86 

Luke (Paul’s coworker), 474; as writer of 
Ephesians, 485; as writer of the Pastorals, 494; 
and the Letter to the Hebrews, 518, 519. See 
also Luke, Gospel of 

Luke, Gospel of, 36-37 (theology), 124-25 (gene- 
alogy of Jesus), 231-32 (view of Galilee), 291-97 

Luxor, 236 

LXX. See Septuagint 

Lycaonia, 411, 574 

Lycus River and Lycus Valley, 471 

Lydia, 462 

Lysias (general of Antiochus Epiphanes), 53 

Lysias (Greek rhetorician), 31, 388, 636 

Lysimachus, 50 

Lystra, 325, 339, 411-13 


M (special source of Matthew), 279, 297, 299, 302 

Maccabees, 73-74; books of, 609, 634. See also 
Judas Maccabeus; Hasmonean dynasty 

Macedonia, 461, 491, 492 

Machpelah, 55 

Maeander River. See Meander River 

magi, 122, 123, 301 

magic, 82 

Magna Mater. See Great Mother 

Magnificat, 243 

mail, 81 

Main Epistles (of Paul), 409, 410-461 

Major Prophets, 610 

Majority Text, 579, 583, 590 

majuscule letters and manuscripts, 589 

Malthace, 55 

man of lawlessness, 424 

Manasseh, 73 

Mandaeans, 238, 268 n. 16, 307 

Manes, 268 n. 16 

Manicheans, 238, 268 n. 16 

Manual of Discipline, 75 


~ maranatha, 175 n. 44 


Marcion, 238, 250, 291, 293, 417, 422, 459, 460, 
487, 492, 583, 611; his NT canon, 612-13 
Marcionite prologues (to Paul’s letters), 375, 487, 613 
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Marcionites, 621, 622 

Marcus (Valentinian Gnostic), 306 

Marcus Aurelius, 86, 260 

Mariamne, 54 

Mark Antony, 461 

Mark, Gospel of, 42 n. 3 (Greek style), 76 (alleged 
fragment at Qumran), 285-91. See also 
Markan priority 

Mark, Secret Gospel of, 105 

Mark. See John Mark; Mark, Gospel of; Mark, 
Secret Gospel of 

Markan priority, 277, 279-81, 299, 587 

marriage, 60, 484 

Mars, 83 

Martyrdom of Polycarp, 258 

martyrdom, 75 (Essene ideal), 614 

Mary Magdalene, 160-61, 166-67, 185-86, 187, 
189, 202-7, 253 

Mary, Gospel of, 238 

Mary, mother of James, 185-86 

Mary, mother of Jesus, 119, 121-22; Jewish asper- 
sions against, 253; as author of Hebrews, 521 

Mary, mother of Joses, 161, 185-86 

Masada, 63 (synagogue site), 74, 80 

mass, 241 

massacre of children, 122 

Mattathias (Hasmonean priest), 52, 71, 74 

Matthean priority, 277 

Matthew, 133, 174 n. 33. See also Levi 

Matthew, Gospel of, 67-68 (view of Pharisees), 
123-24 (genealogy of Jesus); 297-302. See also 
Matthean priority 

Meander River, 471 

mebbagqger, 267 n. 3 

medical language, 294, 337 

Meir, Rabbi, 60 

Melchizedek (Qumran text), 169 

Melchizedek, 525, 526 

Melito of Sardis, 248, 605, 606, 607, 608, 619 

Menahem (messianic claimant), 64 

Menander, 329, 544 

Menelaus, 51 

Mercury, 83 

messiah christology, 198 

messiah, 64, 169-70, 353 

messianic expectation, 56, 63—65, 69 (Pharisees), 
73 (Samaritans), 74-75 (Essenes) 

messianic secret, 141, 289 

metaphor, 348 

metonymy, 348 

mezuzah, 58 

Michael, 189 

Middle Platonism, 478 

midrash, 350, 525, 539 

millennium, the, 559 


Minerva, 82 

minim, 253. See also Birkath ha-Minim 

Minor Prophets, 610 

minuscule letters and manuscripts, 580, 589 

Migsat Maaseh ha-Torah, 360, 603-4 

miracle stories, 28 

miracle workers, 364 

miracles, 1 (in the Enlightenment), 13 (and criteria 
of historicity). See also Jesus: miracles; miracle 
stories; miracle workers 

Mishnah, 59, 60-61, 606, 607-8 (its canon of 
Scripture) 

Mishnaic tractates, 61 

Mithras and Mithraism, 85, 477, 512 n. 194 

Modein, 52 ; 

Moffatt (version of NT), 591 

moneychangers. See Jesus: cleansing of the temple 

monotheism, 56, 63, 85, 260 

Montanists, 611, 614-15, 619 

moral outlook, 8 (in historical judgment) 

Moses, 124, 142, 144, 147, 188, 195, 526, 634, 639; 
in Paul’s theology, 350, 365 

Mount Ebal, 73 

Mount Gerizim, 48, 72-73 

Mount Hermon, 51 

Mount Horeb, 208 

Mount Parnassus, 86 

Mount Sinai, 142, 208, 349 

Mount Vesuvius, 86 

multiple attestation, criterion of, 108, 122, 123, 
310, 578 

Muratorian Fragment, 417, 422, 474, 483, 488, 
494, 549, 613, 618-21 

mutilation, 468 

Myceneans, 572, 573 

mystery religions, 85, 345, 477 

mystery, 73; in Paul's theology, 365 

myth, 2, 101, 136 


Nag Hammadi, 236, 238, 613 

narratio, 31 

Nathanael, 174 n. 33, 232 

natural science, 8-9, 82 (Greco-Roman cosmology) 

natural theology, 339 

naturalism, 11 

nature, 4 (distinguished from history) 

navel of the universe, 73 

Nazarenes, 250, 253 

Nazareth, 117, 119, 122, 131, 232, 577 

Nazoraeans, 253 

Neo-Pythagoreanism, 478 

Neptune, 83 

Nero, 84, 256, 287, 340, 366, 452, 453, 494, 534, 
536, 555, 557; the Nero myth, 424, 554 

neutral text, 580, 582 


Neviim, 58 

new age, 187 

New American Standard Bible, 591 
New English Bible, 591 

New International Version, 26, 591 
new Israel, 134, 226, 250. See also supersession 
New Jerusalem Bible, 26, 591 

New Living Translation, 591 

“new perspective” on Paul, 359 
new prophecy, the, 614 

New Revised Standard Version, 26, 591 
New Rhetoric, the, 31 

Nicodemus, 160-61, 165-67 
Nicolaitans, 555 

Nicomedia, 84 

icopolis, 489 

ile Valley, 81 

oachic commandments, 63 

oah, 86 

nomen, 333 

nomina sacra, 42 n. 6, 590 
“normative Judaism,” 55, 609 
North Galatia hypothesis, 411-12 
noserim, 253 

nozrim, 253 

Numa, 388 

Nunc Dimittis, 243 
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oaths, 60 

occasion (of letters), 414 

Octavian, 80. See also Augustus 

Oedipodean intercourse, 255 

Old Testament, 602. See also Hebrew Scriptures 

Onesimus, 373-77, 474, 480-82 

Onias III, 51 

opening (of Pauline letters), 380-82 

oracles. See Delphic oracles; Sibylline Oracles 

oral tradition, 283 

Origen, 134, 260, 285, 293, 298, 305, 518, 582, 583, 
615, 620 

Orthodox canon of Scripture, 609 

orthodoxy (criterion of canonicity), 33, 617, 638 

ostraca, 587 

Otho, 556, 557 

overrealized eschatology, 438-39, 469 

overseers, 63 (in the synagogue); in the early 
church, 227-28, 490-91 

Oxyrhynchus, 377, 379 

Oxyrhynchus historian, the, 574 


932, 492 

p45, 427, 589 

046, 409, 465, 492, 518, 521, 581, 584 
952, 574, 589 

972, 540 
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$87, 492 

Palatine Hill, 258 

Palestine (etymology and usage), 93 n. 1 

Palestinian Talmud, 60, 253 

palimpsest manuscripts, 583-84 

Pan, 398 n. 30 

Paneas. See Panion; Caesarea Philippi 

Panion, battle of, 51 

Pantaenus, 298 

Papias, 239, 283, 285, 286, 298, 299, 547, 549, 550, 643 

papyrus (pl. papyri), 377-79, 386, 480, 574, 580, 
587-88 

parablepsis, 586 

paradigm, 348 

paradigmatic axis (in linguistic criticism), 34-35 

parallelism, 348 

paraphrase, 591 

parchment, 587-88 

parenesis (in Paul’s letters), 385; in 1 Peter, 537 

parole, 577 

Parousia, 199, 417, 421 (1 Thessalonians); delay of 
the Parousia, 239 

Parthians, 53, 54 

Passover, 62, 68, 134-36, 153, 199 

Pastoral Epistles, 356, 363, 373, 378, 380, 381, 391, 
410, 488-98, 536, 613, 618, 619, 638, 640 

pathos, 348 

Patmos, 558 

Paul, Acts of, 293, 325, 640 

Paul, the Apostle, 323-40; student of R. Gamaliel, 
59; relation to Pharisaism, 67-69; before Gallio, 
86-87; his teaching about Jesus, 106-107; his 
Damascus road experience, 142, 208, 212, 215, 
334-37; as a Hellenist, 233; his writings 
collected, 239-40, 387-88, 466, 540, 541, 
612-13; his death, 295, 494; his use of the OT, 
348-50, 454 (in Romans); his theological 
beliefs, 352-65; his mission and ministry, 
365-72; his imprisonments, 372-77, 491; the 
form of his letters, 377-86, 480, 483; his 
letters, 409-516; his opponents, 414-15 
(Galatians), 438-40 (1 Corinthians), 446-48 
(2 Corinthians), 467-70 (Philippians), 477-78 
(Colossians), 495-96 (Pastorals). See also entries 
for particular writings, theological topics, etc. 

Pauline theology, 392. See also Paul, the Apostle 

Paulus Orosius, 452 

Pax Romana, 68, 80, 88, 578 

peace (in letter greetings), 382 

Pella, 134, 228, 229, 245, 284, 287 

pens, 588 

Pentateuch, 610. See also Law 

Pentecost, 68, 199, 201 

Perea, 55 

Peregrinus, 258 
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perfection, 73 

Pergamum, 84, 86, 553, 555 

persecution of Christians, 68 (Palestine, A.D. 62-64), 
84 (by Rome), 254 (by Jews), 255-59 (in the 
Roman Empire), 536 (mentioned in 1 Peter), 551 
(the Johannine Letters), 554 (Revelation), 616 

Persian period, 48, 49 

pesher (pl. pesharim), 76 

pesher, 349 

Peshitta, 584, 590 

Peter, 141, 174 n. 33, 186, 187, 189, 202-4, 206, 
214, 232, 243, 287, 302, 414, 452, 521, 534 

Peter, Acts of, 293 

Peter, Apocalypse of 619 

Peter, Gospel of, 105, 181, 285, 287, 641, 643; 
rejected by Serapion of Antioch, 389, 632 n. 83 

Peter, letters of, 534-47; 1 Peter, 378, 534-39; 2 
Peter, 539-542, 544-45, 617, 618 

Petrine Christianity, 438 

Petrine Letters. See Peter, letters of; Jude, Letter of 

Pharisees, 52, 53, 54, 56, 64, 67-69, 74, 147, 158, 
170, 178, 202, 299, 332, 333, 609 

Philadelphia, 553 

Philemon, Letter of Paul to, 30 (literary criticism), 
363, 372, 374, 378, 379, 381, 467, 474, 479-82, 
489 

Philip (one of the Twelve), 174 n. 33, 577 

Philip (the deacon), 521 

Philip of Macedon, 415, 573 

Philip the Tetrarch, 55 

Philip, Gospel of, 238 

Philippi, 87, 331, 348, 373, 416, 461 

Philippians, Letter to the, 372, 379, 380, 383, 
461-70 

Philistia, 93 n. 1 

Phillips (version of NT), 591 

Philo, 78, 80, 350, 524, 526 

philology, 34 

Philostratus, 388 

Phinehas, 71 

Phocis, 86 

Phoebe, 451 

Phrygia, 411, 471, 574, 614 

phylacteries, 58 

Pilate, 80, 126, 157-58, 160, 168-70, 188, 578 

Pisidian Antioch. See Antioch of Pisidia 

Pistis Sophia, 238 

Pius, 620 

Plato, 378, 572, 636; his letters, 388. See also 
Middle Platonism 

pleroma, the, 237, 238 

Pliny the Elder, 82 

Pliny the Younger, 84, 229, 256, 257-58 

Pliny, 80 

pneuma, 355 


Poetic Books, 610 

Polybius, 575 

Polycarp, 80, 171, 239, 258, 293, 305, 465, 492 

polytheism, 82 

Pompey, 53, 54, 85, 158, 451 

pontifex maximus, 82 

pontifices (sg. pontifex), 84 

Pontius Pilate. See Pilate 

Pontus, 235 

pork, 52 

Porphyry, 250, 252 

Poseidon, 83 

positivism, 4-5, 10, 20 n. 22, 101 

postal system, Roman, 377 

postmodernist criticism, 30 

praenomen, 333 

praetorian guard, 376, 470 

pragmatics, 34-35 

Prayer of Azariah, 634 

Prayer of Manasseh, 634 

prayer, Greco-Roman, 83-84 

prayer, house or place of, 62-63, 462 

prayers, 63 (in synagogue worship), 242 (in 
Christian worship) 

Preaching of Peter, 270 

predictive discourses, 64 

Preparation, Day of, 160, 165, 166, 214 

presbyters. See elders 

preterist interpretation of Revelation, 560 

Priene, 84, 275 

priesthood, Christian idea of, 241, 273 n. 74 

priests, Greco-Roman, 82, 84 

priests, Jewish, 62, 65, 72. See also high priests; 
Zadokite priests; Wicked Priest 

Priscilla and Aquila, 375, 453, 459; as authors of 
Hebrews, 520-21 

Prison Epistles (of Paul)), 340, 372, 410, 461-88, 476 

probability (historiographical principle), 12-13, 14 

probatio, 31 

procurators, 80 

prophecy, Greco-Roman, 86 

Prophets (division of Hebrew canon of Scripture), 
47, 58, 602, 603, 609, 610 

prophets (in the early church), 227-28, 229, 
243-44, 364, 553 (Revelation) 

proselytes (to Judaism). See conversion to Judaism 

Protestant canon of Scripture, 609 

Protevangelium of James, 620 

Proto-Indo-European, 572 

Proverbs, book of, 607 

psalms, 604 

Psalms, book of, 76, 78 (at Qumran) 

Pseudepigrapha (of the Old Testament), 58, 
634-36; at Qumran, 76-77; in the early 


church, 240, 622; cited in Jude, 544, 606. See 
also pseudonymity 

Pseudepigrapha (Christian writings), 636-39 

Pseudo-Clementine literature, 270 n. 38 

pseudonymity, 388-93, 639-41; 1 Thessalonians, 
417; 2 Thessalonians, 427; Colossians, 473; 
Ephesians, 484; the Pastoral Epistles, 492-93; in 
1 Peter, 536-37; 2 Peter, 539-40; in Revelation, 558 

Ptolemaic dynasty, 50, 574 

Ptolemy (Valentinian Gnostic), 238, 306 

Ptolemy I (one of Alexander the Great’s generals), 50 

Ptolemy IT Philadelphus, 50 

Ptolemy V, 51 

purification rites, 56 

purple, 462 

purpose (of letters), 414 

Pylos, 573 

Pythagoras, 636 

Pythagoreanism, See Neo-Pythagoreanism 

Pythian games, 87 

Pytho, Python, 87 


Q (Synoptic Sayings Source), 27, 105-108, 277, 
279-81, 281-83, 297, 299, 529, 643 

Q community, 106-107 

4QMessianic Apocalypse, 169 

quest for the historical Jesus, 16, 100-105; first 
quest, 101-102; no quest, 102-103; new or 
second quest, 103; third quest, 103-105 

Quintilian, 31 

Quirinius, 80, 120-21 

Qumran, 64 (messianic expectation), 73, 134, 236, 
349, 524, 603; alleged Qumran fragment in 2 
Corinthians, 441-43. See also Essenes 


rabbinic argumentation and logic, 350-52 

rabbinic Judaism, 56, 70, 181, 247, 300 

Rachel, 124 

Rahab, 124 

Ramathaim-zophim, 167 

reader-oriented and reader-response criticism, 30 

realized eschatology, 128, 139, 239, 306, 473, 484, 
558. See also overrealized eschatology 

reasoned eclecticism, 580 

recapitulation (in Paul's letters), 385 

recapitulation theory (interpretation of 
Revelation), 559 

Received Text, 580, 590 

reconciliation, 361-62 

recto, 587 

Red Court, the, 84 

Red Hall, the, 84 

redaction criticism, 28-29, 277 

redactional tendencies, 578 

Redaktionsgeschichte, 29 
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Reformation, the, 602, 622 

regula fidei, 229, 240, 607, 613 

religio licita, 469 

religion, Greco-Roman, 82~87, 432 (at Corinth) 

request formulas (in Paul’s letters), 383 

resurrection, 66-67 (rejected by Sadducees), 69 
(accepted by Pharisees), 73 (rejected by 
Samaritans), 85 (in mystery religions), 178-81 
(in the OT and in early Judaism), 187 (of many 
saints upon the death of Jesus). See also Jesus: 
resurrection 

Revelation, book of, 64 (apocalyptic elements), 
299, 305, 378, 551-61, 614, 618, 641 

reversal, 132 

Revised English Bible, 26, 591 

Revised Standard Version, 591 

rhetoric, Greco-Roman, 81, 329, 347-48 (in Paul). 
See also rhetorical criticism 

rhetorical criticism, 30-32, 446; of Hebrews, 525-26 

Rhodes, 81 

Rieu (version of NT), 591 

righteousness, 301-2; in the Pastoral Epistles, 491 

rigorous eclecticism, 579 

robbers (crucified with Jesus), 72. See also 
Barabbas 

Roma (goddess), 84 

Roman period, 53-55 

Romans, Letter to the, 363, 449-61; rhetoric in, 
347-48, 378, 380, 381 

Rome, 238 (Valentinus), 242 (Justin), 258, 373-74 
(Paul’s imprisonment), 451-52 

Rome, bishop of. See bishop of Rome 

Rome, Jewish and Christian attitudes toward, 65 
(Sadducees), 68-69 (Pharisees), 71 (Zealots), 
71-72 (Jesus), 86 (Sibylline Oracles), 292 
(Luke—Acts), 536 (1 Peter), 545 (1 Peter) 

Rufinus, 619 

rule of faith, 229 

running commentary, 350 

Ruth, 124 


Sabbath, 56, 60, 139 (Jesus), 148 (Jesus), 165-66 
(and burial), 242 (early Christian observance), 
250 (Christian non-observance), 251 
(observance by Gentiles), 359 

sacrifice, 51-52 (to Zeus), 62, 65 (Jewish), 82 
(Greco-Roman), 205 (Jesus’ death), 241, 365 
(Jesus’ death in Paul’s theology) 

saddiq, 66 

Sadducees, 56, 57, 65-67, 73, 299, 300, 609 

saints, 75, 234 

Salome, 185 

Salome Alexandra, 53, 69, 158 

Salonius, 389 

salvation, 362 
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Salvian, 389 

Samaria, 48, 72 

Samaritan Pentateuch, 73 

Samaritans, 48-49, 56, 72-73, 609 

samerim, 73 

Samuel, 167 

Sanballat I, 48 

Sanballat II, 72 

sanctification, 362, 420-21 (1 Thessalonians) 

Sanhedrin, 67, 131, 155-56, 158, 328 

Sarah, 349 

Sardis, 63, 251, 553, 554 

Saturn, 83 

savior, used of Greco-Roman rulers, 84, 275; of 
God in the Pastoral Epistles, 491 

sayings, 28 

Sayings Source. See Q 

sayings sources, 28 

science (and history), 8-9 

scoffer, the (Qumran), 74 

scribes, 58-59, 70, 300; in the transmission of the 
NT, 589. See also amanuenses 

scribes of the Pharisees, 70 

Scripture, 601 

scroll, 26, 587, 588, 611 

Scythopolis, 131, 230 

Sea of Galilee, 130-31 

sea people, 93 n. 1 

Second Sophistic, the, 438-40 

Second Testament, 600 

Secret Gospel of Mark, 105 

sect (defined), 96 n. 32 

sectarian literature, 76 (Qumran) 

sects, Jewish, 65-80 

sedarim, 61 

Seleucid dynasty, 50, 51, 74, 353, 574 

Seleucus, 50 

semantic domains, 35 

semantics, 34-35 

Semitic Greek hypothesis, 576 

Semitic languages, 572 

Semitisms, 289, 299, 575-76 

senatorial class, 80 

Seneca, 86, 378 

Sepphoris, 126, 131, 132, 229, 230, 234, 342, 577 

Septuagint, 24, 50-51, 342, 349, 590, 602 

Serapion of Antioch, 389, 632 n. 83 

Serapis, 84, 382, 462 

Sermon on the Mount, 31, 67, 529, 532 

seven churches, letters to the, 553-54 

severe letter, Paul’s, 444 

sexual ethics, 420-21 (1 Thessalonians), 437 
(1 Corinthians) 

shalom, 382 

Shammai, Rabbi, 59, 69 


Shaphan, 70 

Shebna, 70 

Shechem, 73 

Shem, 634 

Shema, the, 62, 353 

Shemoneh-Esreh, 59, 253 

Shepherd of _Hermas, 285, 293, 529, 588, 618, 
619-20, 622, 641 

shepherds, 122 (at birth of Jesus) 

Sibylla, 85 

Sibylline Oracles, 85-86 

sibyls, 86 

sicarii, 71 

Sidon, 131 

Silas, 380, 381, 417, 418, 422, 521, 536 

Silvanus, 536, 541. See also Silas 

Simeon (old man at the temple), 188 

simile, 348 

Simon (brother of Judas Maccabeus), 53 

Simon (messianic claimant), 64 

Simon Magus, 238 

Simon of Cyrene, 238 

Simon Peter. See Peter 

Simon the Cananaean, 174 n. 33 

Simon the Zealot, 71, 133, 174 n. 33 

Simon, son of Gioras, 64 

Sirach, 57, 76 (at Qumran), 607, 634. See also Ben 
Sira, Jesus 

Sitz im Leben, 28, 29 

slaughter of the innocents. See massacre of children 

slavery, 80-81, 482 

Smyrna, 305, 553, 554 

social-scientific criticism, 32-33 

sociolinguistics, 34, 35 

Socrates, 636 

Sodom and Gomorrah, 544, 545 

soferim (sg. sofer), 58, 70 

Solomon, 62 (first temple), 639 

son of David, 301 

son of God, used of divinized rulers, 84; used of 
Jesus, 128, 289, 301; in the papyri, 378 

Son of Man, 125, 150-53, 198, 301 

Sondergut, 314 n. 15 

Song of Songs, 607 

sons of darkness, 74 

sons of light, 73, 74 

Sophocles, 572 

Sosthenes, 380 

source criticism, 27-28; of Revelation, 560 

Sozomen, 10 (his historiographical method) 

Spain, 235, 455 

speeches, 292 (in Acts), 339 (of Paul in Acts) 

spices, 81, 164-65 (burial of Jesus), 183, 186 

Spirit, the. See Holy Spirit. 

spirits in prison, 545 


spiritual songs, 242 

St. Catherine’s Monastery, 580 

statistical study (of vocabulary and style), 489-90 

Stephen (deacon and martyr), 62, 73, 243, 252, 
325, 326, 333, 521 

stichometry, 589 

Stoics, 82, 341, 344, 345-46 

Suetonius, 80, 256, 452 

suffering servant, 125 

suffering, 545 

Sunday, 242 

super-apostles, 448-49 

supersession (of Judaism by Christianity), 246-47, 302 

Susanna, 634 

syllogism, 348 

symbolism, 554 (in Revelation) 

synagogue of the scribes, 70 

synagogue, 47-48, 62-63; as a model for church 
order, 228, 229; as a name for the church, 234; 
as a model for Christian worship, 242; Christians 
expelled from, 300, 307; its influence on Paul, 352 

synchrony, 34 

syncretism, Hellenistic and Roman, 49, 84, 88, 
342, 462; Samaritan, 72; in Colossians, 478 

synecdoche, 348 

synopsis (of the Gospels), 276 

Synoptic Gospels, 276 

synoptic problem, 276-85 

Synoptic Sayings Source. See Q 

syntagmatic axis (in linguistic criticism), 34-35 

Syriac versions of the Bible, 26, 583, 584, 590 

Syrophoenician woman, 126 

syzygies, 238 


Tabernacles, Feast of, 68, 144. See also Booths, 
Festival of 

Tacitus, 80, 256-57, 294. 

Taheb, 73 

Talmud, 59, 60, 253, 608 

Tamar, 124 

Tanak, 58, 609 

Tannaitic period, 60, 608 

Targum (pl. Targumim), 577 

Tarsus, 68, 326, 331, 337 

Tatian, 197, 217, 583, 613, 617, 620, 621, 622 

taxation, 62 (role of Jerusalem temple), 80 
(reformed under Augustus), 120 (under 
Augustus), 230 (forced peasants off their land) 

Teacher of Righteousness, 74 

teachers (in the early church), 227-28, 229, 243-44 

teachers of the law, 70 

tearful letter, Paul's, 433 

tefillin, 58 

Temple Scroll, 77-78, 110 

temple, Samaritan, 48 
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temple, second, 47-48 (destroyed, A.D. 70), 53 
(purified, 164 B.C.), 62, 121 (building under 
Herod), 252 (later attempts to rebuild); and the 
Letter to the Hebrews, 521-22; destroyed by 
Titus, 557 

Tendenzkritik, 294, 480 

Tertius, 386, 494 

Tertullian, 248, 250, 253, 285, 287, 293, 298, 583, 
602, 613, 614, 621 

Testament of Job, 540 

Testament of Moses, 540 

“testament,” xvi n. 1, 602 

testamentary literature, 540, 541 

Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, 77 (at 
Qumran), 342, 540 

Tetragrammaton, 77. See also Yahweh 

text linguistics, 35, 524 

text types, 581-85 

textual criticism, 26-27, 578-87 

Textus Receptus, 580, 590 

Thaddaeus, 174 n. 33 

thanksgiving (part of Pauline letter), 382-83 

Thecla, 640 

theodicy, 180 

Theodosius, 249, 252-53 

Theodotus, 306 

theological explanation and historiography, 15-18 

theology. See. biblical theology 

Theophilus (in Luke—Acts), 292 

Theophilus of Antioch, 305 

Therapeutae, 603 

Thessalonian letters, 363, 380, 410; 

1 Thessalonians, 382~83, 415-22; 
2 Thessalonians, 422-29, 638 

Thessalonica, 352, 415-16 

Thomas, 174 n. 33, 201, 205, 206, 213 

Thomas, Acts of, 293 

Thomas, Gospel of, 105, 108, 238, 274, 275, 281, 
284, 287, 638, 641, 643 

thorn in the flesh, Paul's, 326 

Thucydides, 572, 573, 575 

Thyatira, 462, 553 

Tiberias, 131, 230, 342 

Tiberius, 119-20 

Tibur, 120 

Timnah, 167 

Timothy, 373, 380, 381, 389, 412, 417, 418, 422, 
480, 488 

Timothy, letters to, 372. See also Pastoral Epistles 

Titius Justus, 432 

Titus (Paul’s disciple), 325, 381, 414, 433, 444—45, 
488-89 

Titus (Roman general and emperor), 55, 84, 557 

Tivoli, 120 

Tobit, 76 (at Qumran), 609, 634 
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Today’s English Version, 591 

Toldoth Yeshu, 253 

tongues, gift of, 438 

Torah, 56. See also law of Moses 

Tosefta, 59, 60, 608 

Trachonitis, 55 

trade, 81 

Trajan, 84, 229, 257, 258, 536, 556 

Trajaneum, the, 84 

transcriptional probabilities (in textual criticism), 586 

transfiguration. See Jesus: transfiguration 

translations of the Bible, 590-91, critical 
translations, 26 

transposed resurrection narratives, 216 

travel plans and travelogues (in Paul’s letters), 
384, 465 

treaty language, 361 

trial of Jesus. See Jesus: arrest and trial 

tributation, the great, 51 

Trinity, 355-56, 572 

triumph of God, 362-63 

triumphal entry. See Jesus: triumphal entry 

Trojan War, 572 

Trophimus, 328 

truth, 73 

Truth, Gospel of, 238, 612 

“tunnel” of early church history, 235 

Twelve Minor Prophets, 610 

Twelve, the, 134, 174 n. 33 (listing), 186, 226, 227, 
231 (Galilean origins), 243 

two ways, 75 

two-document hypothesis, 277 

Tychicus, 374, 376, 474, 485, 486, 487, 548 

typological interpretation, 349, 612 

Tyre, 131 

Tiibingen school, 295 


uncial letters and manuscripts, 589 
undisputed letters (of Paul), 410 
unintentional changes, 585 

United Bible Societies, 591 
universalism, 363 

Ur-Markus, 277 

urban dwellers, 68 

Urtext, 33 

use (criterion of canonicity), 617 


Valentinian Gnosticism, 238, 306, 612 
Valentinus, 236, 238, 306 

vaticinium ex eventu, 287 

Venus, 83 

verso, 587 

Vespasian, 55, 84 (divinized), 261, 556, 557 
Vesta, 83 

vestal virgins, 83 


Via Egnatia, 416, 417, 461 
vice and virtue lists, 344-45, 385 
Victor of Antioch, 285 
Victorinus, 559 

Vienne, 241 

virgin birth of Jesus, 121-22 
virtues, 347 

visions, 64, 210-12 
Vitellius, 169, 556, 557 
Vorverstandnis, 7 

Vulcan, 83 

Vulgate, 590 


wages, 81 

Way, the, 75-76, 233-34 

weak and strong Christians (or conscience), 453, 
459, 491 

wealth, 133 (in the teaching of Jesus) 

Weeks, Festival of, 62 

Weltanschauung, 2 

Western text type, 582-83 

Weymouth (version of NT), 591 

Wicked Priest, 74 

Wisdom Books, 610 

Wisdom of Solomon, 57, 607, 619, 634 

women, 62 (in the synagogue), 63 (converts to 
Judaism), 132 (among followers of Jesus), 161 
(at Jesus’ burial); at Jesus’ resurrection, 
185-86, 187-88, 190, 204, 214 

word (divine), 73 

works of the law, 359, 360 

works righteousness, 360. See also faith; 
justification by faith 

worldview, 8. See also Weltanschauung 

worship in the early church, 241-43, 437-38 (at 
Corinth) 

writing and writing materials, 587-90 

Writings (division of Hebrew canon of Scripture), 
48, 58, 544, 602, 609 


Xenophon, 636 


Yahweh, 73. See also Tetragrammaton 
Yavneh. See Jamnia 
Yerushalmi, 60 


Zacchaeus, 133 

Zadok, 65-66 

Zadokite priests, 74 

Zealots, 56, 67, 69, 71-72, 74, 148, 170, 415. See 
also Simon the Zealot 

Zebedee, 133, 174 n. 33 

Zechariah, 560 

Zerubbabel, 48, 62 

Zeus, 82, 86, 325, 412; forced sacrifice to, 51, 52° 

zizith, 58 


